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From the 

Editor’s Desk

At FounderLabs, we don’t just chronicle startup journeys—
we trace the shifts shaping India’s entrepreneurial future. 
This edition captures a quiet but powerful transformation 
underway: founders are no longer building by borrowed 
templates, but by lived realities. The spotlight is on those 
creating value with context, patience, and purpose. 
 

Our cover story, Bharat-First Founders, explores how a decade of startups has rewired 
India’s economy—not from metro boardrooms alone, but from Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities 
where real problems demand practical solutions. These founders are not chasing 
speed for its own sake. They are building businesses rooted in language, trust, 
distribution, and everyday Indian life. 
 
Across the issue, a clear pattern emerges. Profit is returning to the centre of the 
startup conversation. Founders are choosing discipline over noise, resilience over 
vanity metrics, and sustainability over reckless expansion. In a more demanding 
capital environment, clarity has become the new growth engine. 
 
We also examine the quieter realities of entrepreneurship—why good businesses fail 
silently, why many owners choose to stay solo, and how experienced founders make 
hard calls early rather than emotional ones late. These are not stories of collapse, but 
of learning, restraint, and mature decision-making. 
 
Technology remains a powerful force throughout this issue—but always in service of 
impact. From AI-led innovation and deep-tech platforms to community-driven 
sustainability and campus-scale SaaS solutions, each story reinforces one idea: 
technology matters most when it solves real problems for real people. 
 
As India marks its startup decade, the message is unmistakable. The next phase of 
growth will not be defined by who scales fastest, but by who understands Bharat best. 
By the intentions founders hold, the systems they build, and the communities they 
choose to serve. 
 
To our readers, contributors, and the founders shaping this new narrative—thank you 
for building thoughtfully, and for believing in substance over spectacle. 
 
Keep building. Keep believing.

MANOJ PAL 
Managing Editor  
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BHARAT-FIRST 
FOUNDERS: 

HOW A DECADE OF 
STARTUPS REWIRED 
INDIA’S ECONOMY
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T
he centre of gravity has 
shifted.
The future of Indian 
entrepreneurship is no 

longer being defined only in 
metro boardrooms or global VC 
circuits. It is being shaped in 
Tier-2 and Tier-3 cities, in 
workshops, mandis, kirana 
stores, clinics, classrooms—and 
by founders who understand 
Bharat not as a segment, but as 
the starting point.
This is the rise of Bharat-First 
Founders.

FROM STARTUP INDIA TO 
STARTUP BHARAT
Over the past decade, India’s 
startup ecosystem has evolved 
from experimentation to 

execution. As highlighted during 
National Startup Day 2026, India 
today stands among the world’s 
largest startup ecosystems—not 
just in numbers, but in 
geographic spread and social 
impact.

More than half of DPIIT-
recognised startups now 
originate from non-metro 
regions. This decentralisation is 
not accidental. It reflects 
improved digital infrastructure, 
policy support, incubators 

A decade ago, India’s startup imagination was 
borrowed. Silicon Valley metaphors dominated 
pitch decks. Speed mattered more than 
substance. Scale was chased before 
understanding. But as India marks National 
Startup Day 2026, the entrepreneurial map of 
the country looks fundamentally different.

“India’s startup 
story is no 

longer metro-led. It is 
Bharat-rooted.”

COVER STORYn
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across districts, and—most 
importantly—a generation of 
founders solving problems they 
live with every day.

What once looked like “small 
markets” are now emerging as 
India’s most meaningful 
markets.

CAPITAL IS FOLLOWING 
CONTEXT, NOT JUST SCALE
Month after month, a clear 
signal is emerging: 

capital is 
moving 
back to 

Bharat.

In Q1 2025, 
nearly 40% of 

consumer startup 
deals were focused on 

Bharat-centric themes—
vernacular platforms, 
convenience-led services, and 
Tier-2/3 distribution networks. 
Regional-language apps 
reported over 50% year-on-
year growth in engagement, 
driven by users who were 
previously invisible to the digital 
economy.

This is not a temporary 
correction after a funding 
winter. It is a structural  
re-alignment.

“In Bharat, 
scale doesn’t 

come from speed. 
It comes from 
understanding.”

A DECADE THAT CHANGED THE MAP

50%50%

India has crossed 2 lakh 
DPIIT-recognised 
startups



Startups are 
now active 
across 600+ 
districts


Over 50% 
originate 
from Tier-2 & 
Tier-3 cities



Women-led and 
first-generation 
founders form a 
growing share



COVER STORY
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WHAT BHARAT-FIRST 
FOUNDERS DO DIFFERENTLY

Design for how 
people live, not how 

decks are built

Prioritise revenue 
and resilience over 

vanity growth

Build  
slower—but  

stronger

Integrate offline 
trust with  

online efficiency

Investors are recognising that 
the next wave of scale will 
come from businesses that 
understand local habits, price 
sensitivity, trust-based 
commerce, and cultural 
rhythms—not from copying 
global templates.

CULTURE-LED PRODUCT 
DESIGN, NOT COSMETIC 
LOCALISATION
What separates Bharat-First 
startups from earlier waves is 
depth of design.

This is not about translating an 
app into Hindi. It is about 
building for:

l	 Language flows: Local 
dialects in onboarding, 
support, and voice 
interfaces

l	 Distribution realities: 
Motorcycle routes, kirana 
partnerships, and human 
trust networks

l	 Social norms: Kitchen 
culture, family buying 
patterns, community rituals, 
and festival-led 
consumption

“Companies 
that 

understand Bharat 
don’t chase scale. They 
define it.”

COVER STORYn
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When founders solve at this 
level, products feel intuitive. 
Adoption feels natural. 
Retention becomes cultural, not 
contractual.

This is why Bharat-First 
companies are not chasing 
virality. They are building habit-
forming businesses.

RETHINKING THE ADVICE 
TO “THINK GLOBAL FIRST”
For years, founders were told: 
think global from day one. The 

advice was well-intentioned—
but incomplete.

The new reality is clearer: think 
Bharat deep before you think 
global fast.

Startups that skip cultural depth 
often end up as polished 
slides—impressive in pitch 
rooms, fragile in real markets. 
By contrast, Bharat-First 
founders build defensibility 
through understanding. Their 
moats are behavioural, not just 
technological.

Many of these startups are now 
scaling nationally—and even 
exporting solutions to other 
emerging markets. But their 
global relevance comes after 
local mastery.

POLICY, PLATFORMS, AND 
A NATIONAL IMPERATIVE

Government initiatives, digital 
public infrastructure, district-
level incubators, and startup-
friendly reforms have lowered 
entry barriers across the 
country. Entrepreneurship is no 
longer an urban privilege—it is 
becoming a national capability.

Startups today are not just 
creating wealth. They are 
strengthening MSMEs, 
formalising supply chains, 
expanding financial inclusion, 
and creating aspirational 
employment beyond metros.

This is why Bharat-First is not 
a niche thesis. It is a national 
economic imperative.

THE FOUNDERLABS 
VIEW

The next decade of Indian 
entrepreneurship will not be 
written by a handful of unicorns 
alone. It will be shaped by 
thousands of grounded, 
profitable, purpose-led 
companies built across Bharat.

This is not the end of ambition. It 
is the return of context.

Bharat-First founders are not 
rejecting global dreams. They 
are earning them—one real 
problem at a time. 

Majority of new internet 
users are from non-
metros



Consumption growth is 
strongest in Tier-2/3 
markets



WHY BHARAT WILL DEFINE 
THE NEXT DECADE

Founders closest to the 
problem are building 
the most durable 
solutions



COVER STORY
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THE QUIET 
SHUTDOWNS:  
WHY GOOD 

BUSINESSES ARE 
FAILING SILENTLY

And what 2025’s shutdown data reveals 
about the lessons founders can’t ignore

FOUNDER REALITYn
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Not every business 
failure makes noise.
Many companies 
don’t announce 

closure. They don’t publish 
goodbye posts or issue 
statements. Their websites 
remain live. Social channels go 
dormant. Owners quietly wind 
down operations, return licences, 
and move on
In 2025, around 730 Indian 
startups shut down during the 
year—a sharp decline from 
nearly 3,900 closures in 2024. 
On the surface, this suggested 
recovery. In reality, it reflected a 
more disciplined—and far less 
forgiving—business 
environment.

Fewer businesses failed because 
fewer were given room to drift.

FAILURE BY SLOW 
COMPRESSION, NOT 
COLLAPSE
Quiet shutdowns rarely happen 
because of one dramatic 
mistake. They unfold through 
accumulation.

Cash flow tightens gradually. 
Customer payments stretch 
from 30 days to 60, then 90. 
Fixed costs remain unchanged. 
One delayed receivable, a 
compliance penalty, or an 
unexpected expense tips the 
balance. Running out of cash 
remains the most common 
reason businesses shut down—
not because demand 
disappears, but because timing 
breaks.

In 2025, closures were 
concentrated in enterprise 
services, retail, and education-
linked businesses—sectors 

where margins are thin, cash 
cycles are long, and cost 
flexibility is limited.

NOT ONE BIG ERROR—
MANY SMALL ONES
Silent shutdowns are rarely 
caused by a single fatal decision. 
More often, they result from 
small compromises stacking up:

l	 Delayed statutory filings

l	 Informal customer or vendor 
agreements

THE 2025 
REALITY 

CHECK
Fewer shutdowns did 
not mean fewer risks. It 
meant less margin for 
error.

FOUNDER REALITY
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l	 Rising costs without pricing 
corrections

l	 Avoidance of difficult 
financial conversations

Individually, none of these is 
fatal. Together, they quietly 
suffocate the business.

THE HIDDEN WEIGHT OF 
GOVERNANCE AND 
STRUCTURE
Several high-profile closures in 
2025 were linked not just to 
funding gaps, but to 
governance and structural 
weaknesses. When scrutiny 
increased, issues around 
compliance, documentation, and 
internal controls quickly became 
deal-breakers.

For small enterprises, the 
problem is often more basic: 
missed filings, unclear 
ownership structures, poorly 
drafted contracts. These  

remain manageable—until 
lenders, auditors, or acquirers 
step in.

Governance gaps often surface 
too late. By the time founders 
act, fixing costs more than 
exiting.

Partner misalignment adds 
another invisible weight. 
Decisions slow. Accountability 
blurs. Silence replaces 
disagreement. Momentum 
fades.

THE LESSON IS CLEAR.
Most businesses don’t fail loudly.
They fail quietly—without 
buffers in cash, systems, 
alignment, or energy. 

WHY MANY SHUTDOWNS 

GO UNANNOUNCED

	 Fixing problems costs more 

than exiting

	 Owners personalise failure

	 Governance gaps surface too 

late

	 Silence feels easier than 

explanation

FOUNDER REALITY
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Startup 
Mahakumbh 5.0

March

2026
9-10

A major gathering for the Indian 
startup ecosystem, featuring 
pitching, conferences, and 
exhibitions.

Yashobhoomi Convention 
Center, New Delhi
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MD Business Club, an 
exclusive platform for 
business leaders, CEOs, 
and directors to connect, 

collaborate, and grow is set to 
host the MSME Business Mahotsav 
& Award Show 2026 on 31 
January 2026 at Holiday Inn, 
Mayur Vihar, New Delhi, bringing 
together 150–200 MSME owners, 
founders, and senior decision-
makers from across India for a full 
day of networking, recognition, 
and business exchange. 

INDIA’S MSME 
LEADERS IN NEW DELHI

MSME BUSINESS MAHOTSAV & 
AWARD SHOW 2026 TO BRING

START-UP CALENDAR
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The event will witness the 
presence of eminent industry 
and institutional leaders 
including Naveen Seth, Deputy 
Secretary General, PHDCCI; P.K. 
Gupta, Founder & Director, 
Hospitality Services Pvt. Ltd.; 
Debasis Satapathy, Chief 
General Manager, NBCC (India) 

Limited; and Mahender 
Aggarwal, President, All Delhi 
Computer Trader Association. 
 
Also participating are notable 
ecosystem voices such as Mr. 
Dhanpat Raj Giri, Chief Editor, 
Youth Campus; Raseshwari 
Hindustani, Energy 

Transformation Expert; Lakshya 
Bhardwaj, Founder, Shri Kali 
Mata Temple, New Delhi; and Mr. 
Jitendra Singh Sabu, Renowned 
Bollywood Actor, Social Activist 
and Philanthropist, adding 
perspectives that extend beyond 
business into leadership, 
community engagement, and 
social impact. 
 
The Mahotsav reflects strong 
multi-industry representation, 
with participating businesses 
from IT & Software, Digital 
Marketing, Education, Online 
Universities, Food Industry, POS 
Solutions, Real Estate, Gifting, 
Banking & Finance, E-Commerce, 
as well as NGOs, Astrology and 
Vastu. This diverse mix is 
expected to foster cross-sector 
collaboration and practical 
business opportunities. 
 
The event is being organised by 
CMD Business Club, led by 
Pramod Kumarh, Founder, along 
with a team of experienced 
mentors and speakers including 
Dr. (Acharya) Anupam Gupta, 
Bijendra Saini (Trainer and 
Manifestation Mentor), and Anil 
Kumar Singh (Motivational 
Speaker ). A key highlight of the 
day will be the MSME Award 
Show, recognising excellence in 
entrepreneurship, leadership, 
and business impact across 
multiple categories. The platform 
aims to strengthen visibility and 
credibility for MSMEs while 
enabling meaningful, 
relationship-driven growth. 
 
The MSME Business Mahotsav & 
Award Show 2026 is expected to 
serve as a significant 
convergence point for India’s 
evolving MSME ecosystem at the 
start of the year. 

START-UP CALENDAR



20  | FOUNDERLABS | FEB-MARCH 2026


Scripthonix began as an 
edtech venture. How did 
the original idea take 
shape?

Scripthonix started with a 
simple idea—to turn children’s 
screen time into learning time. 

We used Human+AI storytelling 
to make 21st-century skills 
engaging and accessible. 
Parents responded positively, 
but scaling it sustainably was 
difficult. Some of that creative 
work continues today through 
our YouTube channel, 
KidsNagri.

AI needs  
discipline—not hype

“AI should solve a 
business problem—

not chase hype.”

ASHUTOSH AGARWAL 
IN CONVERSATION 
WITH ANURADHA 
VARMA
CONSULTING EDITOR, 
FOUNDERLABS

An IIT Roorkee engineer with over 25 years of global experience, 
Ashutosh Agarwal, Chief AI Officer at Scripthonix Solutions, has 
worked with business leaders and investors worldwide to build high-
impact, data-driven products. A former CTO at organisations 
including Patni Computers, GlobalLogic, and iDreamCareer, he now 
advises founders as a fractional CTO, helping them adopt AI with 
discipline and build capital-efficient, scalable businesses.

Ashutosh Agarwal
Chief  AI Officer, Scripthonix Solutions

VOICES FROM THE ECOSYSTEMn
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
What prompted the pivot, 
and what problems are you 
solving now?

The pivot came from hard 
numbers, not emotion. While the 
idea worked conceptually, 
profitability at scale was 
challenging. Today, we help 
startups, SMEs, and schools use 
technology and AI as a strategic 
advantage—through fractional 
CTO services, AI leadership 
workshops, and technology 
audits.


Where do early-stage 
startups usually get 
technology wrong?

The biggest gaps are poor 
alignment between business and 
technology, undocumented 
systems, and weak security 
foundations. Founders delay 
senior tech leadership to save 
costs, but that usually leads to 
expensive rebuilds later. Early 
guidance is far more cost-
effective.


AI adoption is accelerating 
rapidly. What mindset 
shift do Indian founders 
need?

They need to move from hype to 

impact. AI should solve a real 
business problem. That means 
choosing the right use cases, 
appointing an AI owner, ensuring 
data readiness, testing quickly, 
and budgeting realistically for 
build and cloud costs.


How can founders balance 
speed with building 
scalable, reliable tech?

Start lean. Use no-code or low-
code tools to validate quickly. 
Once traction appears, invest in 
a small but capable tech team 
that balances speed, user 
insight, and architectural depth. 
Speed without structure 
eventually slows you down.


What should investors look 
for before backing a 
startup from a tech 
perspective?

Clean architecture, version-
controlled code, basic security 
hygiene, and a tech roadmap 
aligned with business goals. 
Scalable technology reduces 
investment risk far more than 
flashy demos.


How can incubators and 
accelerators strengthen 

startup tech foundations?

Funding alone isn’t enough. 
Incubators need to offer hands-
on, one-to-one tech mentorship 
and stronger technology due 
diligence. Group sessions help, 
but early tech strategy needs 
personalised guidance.


In a crowded startup 
ecosystem, how can 
technology and AI help 
founders stand out?

By doing two things well—
automation and personalisation. 
Automate what drains time and 
energy, and personalise what 
creates customer value. The 
smartest startups use AI to scale 
lean while building defensible 
intellectual property.


You’ve cautioned founders 
against blind jugaad. 
What’s your contrarian 
advice?

Jugaad works for prototypes, 
not for deep tech. Real 
intellectual property takes 
patience, capital, and a long-
term mindset. Shortcuts may 
help you start, but they rarely 
help you scale sustainably.


Finally, what should 
founders keep in mind 
while building in 
uncertain times?

Entrepreneurship is difficult,  
but deeply rewarding. Find  
the right partners, reduce 
avoidable mistakes, stay 
disciplined, and keep things 
simple. Consistency matters 
more than momentum.

“Most startup tech 
failures are lead-

ership failures, not 
technology failures.”

“Speed without 
structure eventually 

slows you down.”

VOICES FROM THE ECOSYSTEM
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 
You’ve worn multiple hats—researcher, public health 
advocate, mentor, and founder. What led you from 
academia to entrepreneurship?

It was a natural evolution, not a departure. I never left 
academia—I still teach and love it. But I also felt a responsibility: 

Funding Is Secondary. 
Purpose Comes First

Kifayat is what makes 
people adopt first—
and sustain later.”

DR. SHIKHA DHAWAN IN 
CONVERSATION WITH 
ANURADHA VARMA
CONSULTING EDITOR, 
FOUNDERLABS

Dr. Shikha Dhawan is a microbiologist, public health professional, 
mentor, and sustainability entrepreneur with over 22 years of 
experience across health research, public health, and impact-driven 
enterprise. She is the founder of Biozazen, a social enterprise that 
creates bioenzyme-based, sustainable solutions by converting fruit 
and vegetable waste into everyday household and community-use 
products. Beyond Biozazen, Dr. Shikha works deeply in women’s 
empowerment, rural livelihoods, and community health—
mentoring founders across leading incubators and ecosystem 
platforms in India and globally.

Dr. Shikha Dhawan
Founder Biozazen

VOICES FROM THE ECOSYSTEM
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we owe the next generation a 
safer planet. Entrepreneurship 
became a way to add impact—
working with villages, farmers, 
women, and startups—alongside 
my academic work.

 
What inspired Biozazen—
and what does the name 
stand for?

Biozazen is about turning waste 
into value. We use fruit and 
vegetable peels—especially 
citrus waste—to create 
bioenzymes. The logo is a lotus 
because it represents beauty 
emerging from waste. It’s also 
about peace and prosperity—
“zazen” reflects the meditative, 
mindful intent behind the work.

 
You often use the words 
Ikigai and kifayat. Why 
do they matter in your 
model?

Ikigai is where purpose meets 
livelihood. For rural women, 
kifayat—affordability—creates 
immediate resonance. When 
they realise they can replace 
chemical cleaners at home using 
waste, save money monthly, and 
also earn—everything clicks. 
That is empowerment that 
sustains.

 
You shared a powerful 
“aha moment” from 
Odisha. What happened?

In Phulbani, I explained that 
bioenzymes help unclog drains. 
A tribal woman immediately 
said: “If drains are clean, 
mosquitoes won’t breed—so 
malaria will reduce.” That 
moment stayed with me. It was 
ground intelligence—fast, logical, 
and deeply rooted in lived reality.

 
How did the seed of this 
idea first get planted?

It began with Self-Help Groups 
in Meerut working in floriculture. 
They had flower waste left after 
selling marigolds and 
chrysanthemums. Friends 
suggested converting 
biodegradable waste into 
bioenzymes. As a microbiologist, 
fermentation is familiar 
territory—so the idea felt both 
scientific and practical.

 
You’ve worked on TB and 
HIV diagnostics. What’s 
still overlooked in women’s 
public health?

Gender bias in health-seeking 
behaviour is real. Many women 
need permission to seek care, 

and they prioritise family duties 
first. Stigma is another major 
issue—especially in TB and HIV. 
Women may face discrimination, 
even being sent back to their 
parents’ homes. For HIV, 
character assassination is 
common—despite studies 
showing many women acquire it 
from spouses.

 
You mentor many 
founders. What tells you a 
startup is ready to scale?

Three things: passion that 
survives dark phases, ability to 
sell to the first 100 customers, 
and being mentorable—willing 
to unlearn and learn. Funding is 
secondary. If a startup can 
survive three years, evolve 
based on feedback, and remain 
consistent—money will come.

 
What’s your advice to 
young founders—
especially those building 
in sustainability and 
social innovation?

Your co-founder should not be 
your best friend—choose 
someone with complementary 
strengths. Find unmet needs 
around you. Build your USP 
through purpose and 
storytelling. And understand 
entrepreneurship is not 
“freedom from 9–5”—it’s a 24x7 
commitment with accountability, 
especially when you use grants 
or investor money.

“Your co-founder 
should have 

complementary 
strength—not just 

chemistry.”

“Funding is secondary. Passion, consis-
tency, and customer feedback come first.”

VOICES FROM THE ECOSYSTEM


