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Best Feature in Business Journalism

WOMEN IN IT DISTRIBUTION

Women power in IT distribution is not as eminent as other verticals. And
this is evident from that fact that most industry veterans CRN spoke to
before embarking on the cover story fumbled to give even three names of

women executives who have made their markin the field.

While it is true that men outnumber women by 90 to 10 in the industry, it
may be wrong to assume, as CRN found out, that women don’t have a

significantrole to playin theindustry.
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In fact, there are several successful women who have contributed
immensely to shaping up the industry. They have been here, seen it all and
scaled new heights. Whether it's Neelam Dhawan, the articulate and
immensely ambitious Vice President of Enterprise Business at HP, or Swati
Bahl, who recently took charge of the $150 million business of eSys in India,

these women of power have all it takes to be successful.

Their success is all the more inspiring as they had to strike a balance



More women professionals are coming into the IT Industry,

including software services and going by the talent | see, |

have no doubt there would be great women leaders in the

industry inthe not too distant future"

Balu Doraisamy
President, HP India

between two very difficult jobs - looking after the family and kids and at the

same time managing the ever complex and intriguing business of channels.

These women of substance have not only achieved personal goals and
targets, but have emerged as role models inspiring several wannabe
women executives in a tough field like IT distribution that is so

predominantly a male preserve.

This is CRN’s attempt to highlight women achievers and recognize their

contribution to the IT distribution business.

For Manisha Sood, the 38-year-old business manager at Kodak India, the
business of channels is all she wants to be in. She looks after Kodak's
marketing and distribution business for digital imaging in the country

estimated to be worth Rs 15 crore.

Butifyou ask her, she didn't have the faintestidea ever that she would be in

IT distribution. After all, traveling 20 days a month to the remotest towns of
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the country doesn't come naturally to a happily married housewife.

She recalls how her husband encouraged her to take up a job as he felt that
she needed to make use of her Post Graduation degree in Computers and

her Masters degree in Business Administration.

Her journey began from Modi Olivetti where she was entrusted with the
job of sales and marketing co-ordination. "That was my first exposure to

marketing and sales," Manisha recounts.

More challenges were soon to follow. Kodak, which had a strong presence
in the analog photo camera and printing market, was trying to make a
foothold in the digital imaging segment and they were looking for business

development manager.

Manisha took up the challenge and since then, she has never looked back.
"The job was tough," recalls Manisha. To her dismay, none of top
distributors were in a mood to tie-up for a product that was still at a very
nascent stage. "Because digital cameras were a more of concept selling.

There were no proper market estimates available either," she avers.

Percentage of women employed in IT
distributlion




Size of Business: Not disclosed. Previous jobs: Associated
with the IT industry for 20 years and IT distribution for six
years. Began her career with JCLand later joined IBM in 1996

in marketing and distribution. Been with Compaq (now HP)

since two and-half years. Job profile: Handles Enterprise

Solutions business attending to sales & marketing of HP's
range of low-end Intel servers, Unix servers and high-end
non-stop servers. Also, handles various verticals like

telecom, manufacturing and financial institutions.

Neelam Dhawan
Director, Enterprise Systems Group,
HP India, New Delhi

Today, she is credited with seeding the market for digital cameras, where

Kodak enjoys a market-leadership position.

Manisha is not the only woman who has managed to break the proverbial
glass ceiling. Predominantly a man's turf, distribution has been and still is
not considered a woman's job. The constant inventory pressures, pricing
issues, fast obsolescence, and channel management issues make it very

tough for women to take up key executive positions.

However, the past few years have seen several women carve their niche
eitherin key executive positions with vendors and distributors or as owners

of reseller businesses.

110

Take the example of Ayesha Satish, Director of a Mumbai-based dealer
Bitsy Infotech. Her induction into the business was absolutely unplanned.
By the virtue of her marriage to a computer dealer, she was in more ways

thanonethrownintothe business.

After six years in this business, she is as diligent as anyone in the business
from bargaining prices for bulk purchases with distributors to tightly
balancing the credit of its resellers. As director, she today oversees a re-

distribution business worth Rs 12 crore, annually.

However, at times Ayesha feels that women of her caliber are still not
treated equally like their male counterparts. "Women are not always taken

seriously," says Ayesha.

Size of Business: Rs 45 crore. Previous jobs: Associated with

IT industry for over 20 years. Founder and managed Aurelac

(an IT company) where she was involved in manufacturing,

design, development and distribution of hardware and
networking products. Joined Nexus in 1991 as director
(Operations), a closely held company. Job profile: As
Co-chairman, attends to the overall growth and is
working towards getting an ISO 9000. Also works with

industry verticals.

Sunaina Mandeen
Co-chairman, Nexus Computers,

Pondichery




"Women's working styles are pretty similar to that of men,

except that there maybe cases where some women display a
certain element of sensitivity in handling a situation. On the
flip side, some women in their effort to prove themselves

that much more, can be demanding"

Unnikrishnan
Director-Marketing,

Sun Microsystems

The reason for an unequal treatment meted out to women can perhaps be
attributed to the traditionally low percentage of women who work in
channels. And even to a lesser percentage of women working at the higher

management level.

In a survey conducted by CRN, only nine percent of IT channel workforce

constituteswomen.

While this may be a significant number by Indian standards, it's still much
lower than the global mark of 29 percent in IT business. The findings also
indicate that even out of the miniscule nine percent, only 13 percent are in
key management positions that have a say "in the strategy and building of

theircompany's business." But thisis changing.

Better opportunities

The industry is more appreciative of woman power today than
ever before. Increasingly, employers have begun to look at their female
counterparts as efficient professionals, and the gender imbalance is

becomingirrelevant.

While holding their women colleagues in high esteem, employers in the IT
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distribution industry are delegating more responsible and result-oriented
jobs to women with the faith that the job will be executed meticulously in

great detail and perfection.

"Women are subtle in their approach to a problem and don't get easily
bogged down by problems. They handle every customer carefully and
meticulously and get the job done. In the current scenario, where the
loyalty factor is predominant, they can be counted on in any situation."
feels Venkatachalapathi of Vikas Microchip, a Bangalore-based

solution provider.

What do they attribute their success to?

 Hard work

s Customer-
Oriented

Flexible
{Moabile)

Venkatachalapathi is speaking from experience. Vikas Microchip has
entrusted a woman with the key job responsibility of purchasing and selling
of value added products. Bhanumati, 27 from a modest beginning as an
office assistant at Vikas, is now responsible for an annual business of

Rs.7 crore.

Most employers agree that women employees bring honesty, sincerity,
hard work and stability to the job, according to CRN survey on employers'

perception of women executives.



Sudha Jagdish, 34, and Chief Operating Officer of networking major Apcom
feels women shouldn't be deterred by the low ratio of women at the IT
distribution workplace. Sudha herself is a living example of how a woman

can defy the norm with her single-minded determination.

Sudha joined the company 13 years ago as a technical support person.
Today, as a Chief Operating Officer, she is handling not only the job of

overseeing the day-to-day operations but also setting the future course for

the company. Size of Business: Rs 50 crore. Previous job: Started her career

with Apcom 13 years ago as a technical support executive

and moved to handling the service center. Has moved from
Her colleague, Sujit Singh, Country Manager-Dax, Apcom Computers. who

handling material and logistics, to take up commercial

has seen her way of functioning, is of the opinion that Sudha has always responsibilities like handling credit imports, human
resources and administration. Job profile: As COO, she
handles the operations of the company and looks after all

transactions and interacts with end users.

Sudha Jagadish
Chief Operating Officer,

Apcom Computers, Chennai

gone that extra mile in all her past roles and assignments and her transition

Slze of the Business: Rs 100 crore. Previous Job: Been with

e T e L sseere, Wareador Wi ors s b e from a technical support background to operations has been phenomenal

Manager (Telecom Solutions) when paging and cellular and ever inspiring. But Sudha, at her modest best, attributes her success to
network opened up. Moved to HP 5 years ago. Adjudged Best the vibrancy of the industry.
Sales Professional in India for 2001 amongst top 100

employees in HP worldwide. Job profile: Managing HP's
"The upcoming services industry takes the learning curve to an

channel partners and interacting with customers directly: As

channel sales manager, she has to achieve sales target, all-time high. Besides, there is always the pride of selling technology,"

organize channel meets and enhance channel experience of
. . . Sudha beams.
doing business with HP.

Sujata Ramani
Channel Sales Manager,

HP India, Bangalore
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Greater motivation

Many of these women of power have come into IT distribution by
incidence, but stayed on by choice. Hi-tech is the buzzword, which has

pepped up theirinterest level ininformation technology.

Technological developments keep their quest for learning high.
Transnational operations and international travel opportunities
attract them. Add to this the pride of being associated with creme de la

creme of IT professionals.

High-income category jobs and transparency in the working style, all these

have contributed to the balanced growth of the woman employee.

"Women are subtle in their approach to a problem and don't
get easily bogged down. They handle every customer

meticulously and get the job done. In the current scenario,

where the reliability factor is predominant, they can be

counted oninany situation"

Venkatachalapathi
Vikas Micro Chip
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Innovation is the first virtue that a person learns here, irrespective of the

background or gender.

Little wonder, the IT distribution field has lured women from all walks of life
routing archetypal it's-a-man's-world psychological barrier and making an

indelible mark on the business of IT distribution.

Ask Swati Bahl. 32 who heads the channel operations for eSys in the
country. From being a junior professor in a college in Mumbai to a HR
manager at Kalyani Brakes, a group company of Bharat Forge, she has
traversed a varied course to join eSys. Presently, she looks after business

worth $150 million for eSys.

While for some, fast learning curve and dealing with extremely
professional and elite customer is one motivation, some are simply lured
by the smell of money. Constant target pressures and achieving them is

whatthey like about this field.

For Sujatha Ramani, 33 who has been overseeing the channel PC business
at HP for five years, the motivation of being in the industry is that of
meeting partners and above all "achieving difficult targets." That according

to her, isthe most enriching experience.



Size of Business: $S80 million. Previous Job: Been with IT
industry for over four years beginning with Kobian as
Business Development Manager for India. Job Profile:
Continuous sales and product planning for India market. Key

responsibilities include product launch, positioning products

and sales through partners including distributors and

second-tier resellers. Coordinates with India branch in

marketing and promotional activities.

Sushmita
Business Development Manager,

Kobian, Singapore

Not surprising she was adjudged the Best Sales Professional at HP India and

rated among the top 100 employees at HP worldwide in the year 2001.

"IT distribution has the fervor of the most happening industry in terms of
rapid proliferation in technology, adapting to rapid changes, challenges of
surviving in the market that is marked by the inconsistency and highly
competitive work environment," says Kavita Prasad, 25, Retail Sales

Manager at HCL Infosystems.

Despite glaring gender imbalance, women executives feel that channel

offers them a level playing field like no other vertical. The industry offers
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ambitious women an equal opportunity to show their expertise in handling

business-critical operations.

Ashwini Gopal, 30, will vouch for it. Starting her career as an additional
Cabinet Manager at Kempfort, aretail outletin Bangalore, the dreamtorun
her own company one day would have sounded obscure to many. Her
entrepreneurial dream became a reality last year when, with a little
support from her family, she launched Spandan Infotech, dealing in
networking products. Spandan, under her leadership, managed to garnera

turnover of Rs 1.4 crore in a tough fiscal. There are several such instances

Size of the Business: S$S150 million. Previous Job: Was
Professor with ajunior college in Mumbai and also worked at
Pune, before joining Kalyani Brakes as HR manager, part of
the Bharat Forge Group. Went on to join eSys in 2000. Job
profile: As channels head, she develops channel and

manages vendor relationships; ensures warranty support

and attends to promotions and business development. She

drives business for HDDs, CPUs. Cyrix products, and

IT solutions.
Swati Bahl

Channel Manager,

eSys Distribution, New Delhi




Size of the Business: Rs 10 crore. Previous job: As computer
engineer, she joined Zenith Computers where she was
in incharge of export systems. Later moved to R&D of
Novell Network products at Zenith. Floated Spectrum,
reseller firm along with husband, which is part of the family

business. Job profile: As director, handles assembler and

retail business for the company's range of distribution

products from Sony, Logitech, Maple, assembled PCs and

other hardware systems.

Shefali Gala

Director,
Spectrum Infotech, Mumbai

of first generation entrepreneurs. Although, these women have had to go
that extra mile to prove their worth, their entrepreneurial spirit has been
duly recognized and rewarded by the industry. "It definitely calls for an
extra effort to prove that you are aware of the job and technology if your
decisions need to be respected," says Shantala Gokul, who at 40 heads
Rs. 5-crore Signet, a memory distribution company she floated with two
partners. "Coming from the financial background, getting into the highly
volatile memory business, the channels were skeptical over my capability

tounderstand the business," she recollects.

Sunaina Mandeen, co-chairman founded two IT companies in her 20-year

career in IT distribution. She founded and managed Aurelac early on
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in her career and later formed Nexus in 1991 with a male partner Michael
Lemeire. Nexus today is regarded as a leading system integrator in
the country with revenues of Rs 45 crore last year. Sunaina feels that
IT distribution instills in an individual a greater desire and
determination to grow. These women achievers are unanimous in their
belief that the IT distribution industry offers women the freedom to chose
careers while giving fair recognition to performance. An opportunity to

dream big and the acumen to make it happen.

As Balu Doraisamy, President, HP India puts, "More women professionals
are coming into the IT Industry, including in the software and going by the
talent | see, | have no doubt there would be great women leaders in the

industryinthe nottoo distant future." Amen!

Size of Business: Rs 12 crore. Previous job: After graduating
in commerce, she married and has been associated with the
business along with husband. She has handled the trading

section of business since 6 years. Job profile: Involved in

purchase and sales/trading of products that include PCs,

peripherals, laptops, sourcing from distributors and selling

toresellers.

Ayesha Satish

Director,
Bitsy Infotech, Mumbai




Size of business: Rs.5 crore. Previous job: Worked with AGTE

as finance controller and later joined her husband to attend

to distribution of Aldous Glare, before floating eForce. Job

Profile: As CEO, she is involved in enterprise marketing of IT
products and services including systems, peripherals,
networking products, storage and servers. Addresses

enterprise SMEs and vertical industry customers.

Geela Thomas

Chief Executive,
eForce, Cochin

What job profiles do women undertake in this field?

There are no reservations for women in terms of job. Usually, women opt
for call centers, marketing or HR-related profiles. However, it is few women
who are willing to take up challenges in IT distribution or take up senior

positions as they are not qualified enough.

What are reasons for women opting for low profile jobs?

Traditionally, women are supposed to play a greater role in their
family than men. Most women, who show potential in college, give up
jobs once they marry. It has also been noticed that women in IT
industry look for newer avenues after some time, which doesn't involve

much travelling.'
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What are the advantages of employing women in business-critical jobs?

Of late, companies look at having a balanced ratio of women and men in
their business operations, as it is performance based. Women are also

called upontotake decisionsin business-critical operations.

Why is there a high attrition rate amongst women In IT distribution?

The attrition is due to factors like family, health and maternity. Most
women who are good in their functional areas are forced to take a break in
their career and turn to family. Once they return, they realize that their

peers have been promoted and these women now have toreport tothem.

What are the advantages about working in IT distribution?

The working ambience in IT distribution companies is good. There is the
freedom to choose one's career here with the regular measurement of
performance. In India, the flexibility of working hours has yet to evolve

unlike the West.

As HR professional, what advice do you have forwomen InIT?

I think women should come to work without preconceived notions about
culture, male counterparts or the job responsibility. They need to be

prepared to take up challenges that come their way.

The challenge of being a

woman in channels

Can you imagine the top reasons why employers hesitate to
employ women in IT distribution? The 50 respondents of the CRN
Survey unanimously felt that the principal reason is that they are too

"emotional". Emotional vulnerability of women is why they prefer men



taking up challenging front-end responsibilities. Women's inability to work
late hours was cited as the second biggest reason followed by their inability
to go on long marketing and channel development tours. Employers also

feelthat women carry their family issues to office.

According to some interviewed, IT distribution is a tough terrain that tests
the emotional resilience of workers more than any other field of business in
IT. Handling different products and market, issues related to channels,

unhealthy business practices etc. require employees to be headstrong.

"Women do not like the manipulation and corruption, which is why many

Size of the business: Rs.15 crore. Previous job: Associated

with IT industry since 14 years, she started at Modi Olivette

handling sales. Addressed various verticals including
banking, Government and corporates. She also sold to
verticals. Job profile: As business manager at Kodak, she
attends to channel sales, promotions and business
development. She drives Kodak's IT products such as digital

cameras and other products.

Manisha Sood
Business Manager,
Kodak India, New Delhi
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Do you experience a gender bias in
the industry?

Are you satisfied with your job?
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women opt out. There is only a thin line that divides gray operators from

genuine channels," says Shantala Gokul.

Ashwini Gopal, Chief Executive, Spandan Infotech, agrees that women
have a tough task on hand when they go out to deal with resellers, the box
pushersand sometimes, defaulters. Especially in IT sales, where it callsfora
lot of effort on the part of women when they have to be out on tours and

have to handle different clients with business dexterity.

Not surprisingly, most women prefer to work behind the curtains. The CRN
survey figures indicate that only 17 percent are employed in the front-end
jobs like sales and channel management. A majority, 25 percent is

entrusted with the back-end responsibility of office administration.



Size of business: Rs.1.4 crore. Previous Job: After her
Diploma in computer science, she joined Kempfort, a retail
showroom as additional cabinet manager. Went on to join
Uttej Consulting, a networking company as CEO. In 2001, she
set up Spandan Infotech with the support of her family and

took up dealership of ' D-Unk and peripherals such as UPS

and networking projects. Job Profile: Handles channels sales,

credits, payments and interacts with end users.

Ashwini Gopal
Chief Executive,

Spandan Infotech, Bangalore

Another 19-odd percent are employed in marketing and advertising, while

some 5 percentarein HR.

Another way of looking at this break-up is that only 13 percent are in the
technical field, either handling internal IT systems or external customer
support. Areason for this is that technically capable women find software a

bigger attraction in terms of status and remuneration.

The distribution industry also has several weird norms that women find
uncomfortable adapting. Sunaina feels, "Most of the networking in the
industry is done outside office hours." This may be the reason why the

younger lotis notlooking at distribution as a career option, she thinks.
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The high level of dissatisfaction amongst women employees is alarming.
Out of 45 women employees surveyed by CRN, only 30 percent said they
were completely satisfied with the job. A large chunk, nearly 40 percent
said they were little less satisfied. A sizeable number, nearly 10 percent said
they were completely dissatisfied, while the remaining were either
dissatisfied or preferred to stay non-committal about their satisfaction

with distribution job.

Agrees Tech Pacific's HR Head Sanjay Udeshi. "The fall out rate of women
from distribution is much higher than any vertical." Fall out rate, in essence,
is different from attrition. Fall out rate denotes the rate of people quitting
one particular vertical to pursue another, while attrition means the person

leaving joins asimilar job inanother company.

Size of business: Rs.3.5 crore. Previous Job: After completing

Diploma in computer science from NIIT, along with partners

she took up direct sales of Compaq machines. Went on to set
up Sycom, an exclusive retail outlet for Compaq home PCs.
Job Profile: Attends to retail sales of new-HP PCs and

peripherals and addresses corporates through retail.

Rajalakshmi Raghunandan

Chief Executive,
Sycom Infotech, Bangalore




"Women need to work with professionally run ,companies

where security is assured and time is allocated for female

employees to develop confidence to sell, market or attend to

service requirements."

Frances Duggan
Lexmark's General Manager

For Indian Subcontinent

Of those left behind, most get stuck in the middle management and fail to
reach the senior management due to the highly skewed gender ratio of 9:1
in favor of men. Even after proving their capabilities, they are constantly
faced with a severe gender bias. Nearly 47 percent women surveyed felt
that there existed gender biasin the industry. They are required to make an
extra effort to prove their ability and skill sets. Shefali Gala, Director,
Spectrum Infotech has experienced this bias, "To earn the same respect as
their male counterparts, we have to assert ourselves at all levels-peers,

seniors, subordinates and fellow channel partners."

Some women executives also feel that women are themselves to blame for
some of the notions regarding gender bias. Under the immense pressure of

meeting targets and making new business contacts, say in the field of
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hardware sales, women provide an excuse for men to view them as the

weaker sex.

"Women are construed as not being mobile and this view contributes to
further discrimination of women against their male associates," feels

Sujatha Ramani, Channel Head, HP India.

Women could have done better, feels Aseema Kumar, Chief Executive of
e-Com Communications, a channel partner for Satyam. Where women
could have brought a major difference to the IT distribution business, they
opted to stay out. They didn't want to be aggressive enough to take up
challenges or opportunities given to them. "Most of the women who are
brilliant during the college days either give up after the marriage or not

motivated to take up challenges," she says.

Cualification of women employees
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Rajalakshmi Raghunandan, Chief Executive, Sycom Infotech, Bangalore,
feels that women need to strike a balance between the family and work, if
they have to change the employer's perception of them being weak

emotionally.

Manjusha Dayal, Distribution Head, ITM computers, Bangalore, blames it
on the conditioning of women, "The perceived weakness could come from
conditioning. Women entrepreneurs and employees favor more
conservative sectors (non-IT distribution) from the fear of not knowing this

industry and other associated fields which don't allow participation."

But while the debate can continue, one thing is quite clear. Women have
beyond aniota of doubt contributed a fair bit for shaping the IT distribution
business. Looking at the virtues that women bring to the business, more
proactive participation from women and a balanced gender ratio could

help make the distribution industry cleaner and healthy. I
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