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INCUBATING
INCUBATORS!

The Webster dictionary defines ‘Incubate’ as “to
cause or aid in the development and growth". The
“Incubating Incubators” programme run recently
by Villgro as a joint initiative of Ministry of MSME
and Deutsche Gesellschaft für Internationale
Zusammenarbeit (GIZ) GmbH was precisely that, to
aid the development and growth of the 20
Incubators who participated.
When I was invited to be an Advisor in the
programme, I was delighted to accept, knowing
Villgro’s depth of knowledge and credibility as a
highly regarded incubator with over 20 years’
experience; I had also been previously a mentor
for Villgro’s INVENT (Innovative ventures and
technologies for development) program that
identified and supported 4 business incubators to
incubate over 150 social businesses in the Low
Income States of India. Mohammed Azhar was a
Manager for the INVENT and as the Lead for this
new programme, I knew he brought in the
capability and enthusiasm to make it a success.
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So why are
Incubators
important?

In terms of demographics, India is the youngest
country in the world with an estimated 10–12
million people entering the workforce each year. In
addition, the rapidly growing economy is
transitioning away from the agricultural sector,
traditionally a large employer. Among the biggest
challenges facing India is to find employment for
this huge number entering workforce every year.
The Government cannot provide or create the
millions of jobs needed and thus we need job
creators! Research indicates that job creation may
be best achieved by encouraging the educated to
become entrepreneurs and by creating favourable
conditions for their enterprises to grow. India also
needs innovative ideas and entrepreneurs tackling
the problems peculiar to India and other
developing nations, that can create jobs, especially
in the rural areas and increase economic output.
And for these entrepreneurs to flourish, they need
someone to guide them in their vulnerable initial
years to understand how to start a business,
navigate the system and overcome challenges.
Here’s where Incubators can play a crucial role to
assist with growing these enterprises to a point
where they can scale up and employ more people.
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Shankar Kumar, Advisor and a veteran at GIZ knew all of the above only too well. As
a service provider in the field of international cooperation for sustainable
development, GIZ has been operating in India for decades and engages with
commissioning partners, to generate and implement ideas for economic change.
Shankar headed the programme to strengthen the innovation ecosystem for SMEs and worked closely with
the Ministry of MSME. He mentioned how SMEs are the backbone of the German economy (not large
corporates!) and how they contributed the majority to the country’s GDP and Exports and he believed India
could emulate that. He had organised various programmes over the past few years to promote start up
ecosystem for SMEs in various ways: Promoted Industry – Academia collaborations; Helped to strengthen
Industry Associations in Tier 1 and 2 towns; Conducted live business projects with students in various
universities; Developed knowledge materials and connected local industries with international organisations
and learn best practices; Helped establish tool rooms and Incubators in non- metros.
GIZ also ran various workshops to build the capacity of Incubators, on design thinking, on fund raise etc but
these were piece meal approaches and found wanting. This led to the genesis of the programme
Incubating Incubators: The idea was to organise a structured programme towards incubation,
understanding of the standard processes and some essential frameworks, tools & templates that would
help incubator staff operate the incubation program effectively. The objective would be to build/enhance
capacities of the incubation personnel (heads, managers and associates) by incorporating learnings from
advanced ecosystems.
Villgro was chosen as implementation partner after rigorous scrutiny of the applications to RFP – He found
their proposal was not a routine one of holding workshops but offered more practical on the ground
learning. He also knew of their history: Paul Basil had founded Villgro 20 years back and it is the largest
social incubator in the world - Working with over 315 startups, it has perfected their incubation technique
and attuned it to the needs of the innovative early stage companies. Villgro also believes in sharing their
experiences and knowledge with as many others as possible and has trained numerous other incubators in
their model as customized in form of Incubation Playbook. Today Villgro’s exist in Africa, the Philippines and
the US.
GIZ also realised that any programme must be able to add value virtually in these pandemic times, since
there would be no f2f meetings. Villgro’s proposal of a combination of workshops, sharing actual tools and
templates that could be directly used, peer learning sessions and especially the idea to make smaller
groupings of the incubators with an external Advisor and a Trainer from Villgro handholding each group
really appealed to them. The Advisors included Chand Das, ex CEO of ITC Classmate and now an Angel
Investor and Coach to many SMEs, Arun Venkatesan, the Villgro USA cofounder running a few trainings
himself and Azhar who was head of this programme. I was in August company!
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Arun Venkatesan

Rama Kannan

Chand Das

Mohammad Azhar

Azhar explained why the programme was structured in this manner –
“The Incubating Incubator program is inspired by the learnings of the
INVENT and Frontier Incubators program, in which Villgro trained
multiple incubators across India and Southeast Asia. This program is
designed to achieve the following outcomes:

Provide a practical approach to establish and run an incubator based
on the learnings of Villgro and other successful incubators.

Build a community of other incubators to foster peer learning and
collaborations such as co-incubation, pipeline building. and joint
program design.

One-to-one mentoring from an experienced industry veteran as well as
the current portfolio managers of Villgro to develop/customize
incubation & investment models."
Clearly this approach appealed to GIZ.
Twenty Incubators from around the country participated, they
ranged from IIM Calcutta Innovations Park in a Metro (Calcutta) to Tier
2 towns like Vruksh Ecosystem in Nagpur; from Incubators formed by
Industry Associations like Magic in Aurangabad to Government
supported Pusa Krishi of IARI, Delhi; Private incubators like Lemon
ideas to Academic institutions like IIM Nagpur; Some were new, and
some had many years’ experience. To run a programme which could be
of use to such a varied cohort was a challenge by itself – yet all the
participants attested it to be a valuable programme for their role as
Incubators and most did not miss a single session!
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KEY PROGRAM
MODULES

Diagnostic Panel (DP)

Incubation Playbook

DP is a multi stakeholder strategic
session. The panel diagnoses
imminent challenges/risks in all areas
of incubation models and builds a
100-day action plan. Same model is
used for Incubatees diagnosis.

The 'Incubation Playbook' captures the
incubation processes, templates, and
insights, from setitng up to running an
incubator. Incubators have access to
3-4 days of virtual training programs,
webinars and group activities to
understand and to utilise the
Incubation Playbook.

Mentoring and Handholding

Networking and Pitch Session

Villgro with the help of its
distinguished advisors, provides oneto-one customised mentoring to each
incubator in setting up the Incubator
Business Model. The advisors will codesign the customised roadmap.
Incubator's portfolio managers will get
to work with Villgro's portfolio
managers to learn the tools &
templates.

Virtual joint event will be organised for
networking and partnering with
donors and corporates.
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Some of the Participants' journeys reflect the
diversity of their growth trajectories: The first,
Magic is set up by an Industry association, the
second Pusa Krishi, is a government of India
institution and the third is IIM Nagpur, an
academic institution of high standing. The
discussions with the three are as below:

Ashish Garde is founder and Director of ‘Magic’ (Marathwada Accelerator for Growth and Incubation council),
Aurangabad, set up by Marathwada chamber of industry. The industry association has been in existence for
over 50 years and is a catalyst for the region. In 2016, post discussions with GIZ, winning an Incubator
Business plan in a workshop conducted by Villgro and getting selected by Govt. of Maharashtra’s Start up
India competition, they promoted the incubator. Ashish wanted to learn from the existing ones and visited
over 40 incubators across India to see their infrastructure, facilities and processes! With that and having
good contacts as an industry led organisation in and around Aurangabad, they could set it up well and also
access great mentors for the incubatees.
One of the USP’s of Magic has been the mantle they took on to build the start-up ecosystem in that region
and the passion for that is visible when you talk to Ashish; they signed 35 MOU’s with various organisations –
Academic institutions and entrepreneurship focussed foundations (eg Wadhwani foundation) to create
mindset of students to shift from job seekers to job creators. They recognised that the HDI (human
development index) of the Marathwada region was below national average and with less jobs available, many
youths migrate to other places. To have local talent stay in their region was a key focus for them.
Now after 5 years they are a recognised and respected incubator - their virtual innovation challenge during
Pandemic got 260 entries from across India, whereas the earlier 4 years combined had given them 600.
Ashish and the entire team believed they can scale up and a structured programme would help towards
that. With Villgro, they knew the best practices built over 20 years would help to consolidate and get them
ready for the next quantum jump.
The difference that they saw in this programme was shared by Ashish as:
Structured, knowledge distilled in perfect manner
The mentors and advisors had rich experience of managing start up ecosystem
The hands-on experience and the formats and templates shared generously
Connecting with incubators from around the country and to know what’s happening

Where we are

The big learning for Magic from the Incubation Playbook has been on-boarding external mentors, and to
look for seed investment / equity into the incubatees. They are also keen to build an Angel Investor

TODAY

community in their region and feel the connections made will help them scale up.
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Dr Neeru Bhooshan heads the Pusa Krishi Agri incubator at ICAR-IARI (along with other roles); it is a
government of India institution, which has over 50 Agri start-ups in its portfolio and has also set up and
mentors 23 Incubators in various Agri Universities across India as knowledge and capacity building
partners. They run 58 programmes and 750 start-ups from their programmes have got funding; Just the
‘Agri India hackathon’ in February 2021 got 6100 applications!
The IARI incubator was started in 2014 and helped seeing Agriculture from different facets, literally farm
to fork along the value chain. Neeru has a really big canvas and leads tech transfer for IARI as well and
works closely with the industry; She understands more than any other that with more than 80% of
farmers being marginal farmers with tiny holdings, how crucial it is to have innovative approaches in
Agriculture – this is how she explains it:
Without tech adoption at farmer level, we won’t see productivity and growth of the sector
Agriculture is not able to attract the youth in the way it is run now and we need ways to make the
sector attractive
The government infrastructure – research institutions, scientists etc – cannot reach these 80%
marginal farmers by themselves and start-ups are needed for extra band width.
With such clarity she knows only too well how crucial it is to have well run Agri incubators across India to
guide and help the entrepreneurs grow. As head of Pusa Krishi for many years, she knows the
requirements of running an incubator and joined the programme to see how she can learn more and if
this can be used for the 23 incubators that they mentor.
What she found useful was the structure – The Incubation Playbook with the
processes, formal mentor engagements and a well-defined template for DP. The
biggest value from the programme, she felt was having a senior advisor for the group.

Where we are

The informal conversations with him gave her ideas that she could implement in the
incubator. She even mentioned she would like the programme to be extended to the
incubators that they mentor!

TODAY
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Dr Shivaji Dharwad is one of the founding staff of IIM Nagpur and COO for INFED (IIM N Foundation for
Entrepreneurship Development) since its inception in 2018. It endeavours to promote entrepreneurship and
innovation in the region. He has headed the Women’s start up initiative that has a cohort of 33 incubatees.
He also manages the IIM Nagpur’s relationship with SME’s for the field immersion module. He considers their
USP as having a great number of backward linkages – Has already signed MOU’s with many technical and
R&D institutions. It is one of the younger incubators and while Shivaji had learnt on the job and attended
some great trainings run by GIZ and government of Berlin, he differentiated them as macro level trainings.
Whereas he said this training by Villgro was at a micro level - “we learnt if we have to take 10 steps, how to
take them, if it should be to the right or left” – He added his takeaways as:
How to conduct a DP – Attending a DP of Villgro’s with one of their incubatees made it very practical.
The Incubation Playbook with the templates and processes is ready to customise and can be used
immediately
Risk mitigation was not something that they had thought of and will do so now!
Ground rules for mentors and even how much mentoring is needed - where to let go and where to rein
in
The training sessions, especially on governance had very useful inputs.
Peer to peer sessions gave insights on how other incubators faced challenges and grew
How to look at investment horizons and equity investments in the incubatees
One of the biggest learnings has been the importance of a sector focus for the incubator, knowing its
strengths and building a strategy to know what it should be known for.
The calls with the Advisor also helped to get a lot of inputs and to put a structure and the trainer from
Villgro helped to contextualise and validate some learnings.

Where we are

TODAY
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The above three are a small but significant representation of the participants’ views and there
has been similar positive feedback from the whole cohort. While I was able to talk only with
three incubators in detail, it is indeed rewarding to hear how such diverse incubators found it
of worth. What also stood out was how engaged the advisors and trainers were and how much
we all learnt from the programme. I discovered so much about the wonderful work done by all
these incubators in all corners of India. Chand Das has already shared many recommendations
with the group that can help the incubators’ “ability to raise funding, hire quality talent and
build an effective incubation eco-system”. Anusha, a Villgro portfolio manager shared how
“collaborative the incubators were - the peer learnings and willingness to help within the
Incubator group; everyone participated and connected with the advisors and trainers to
bounce off their thoughts and discuss ideas, clearly this was not perceived as some run-of-themill workshop session”.
The programme’s objective from MSME, GIZ and Villgro was to support incubators by
developing a robust incubation and seed investment model through 1:1 mentoring and
handholding and thus help them become strong agents of change. Hearing from the
incubators made it clear that the objectives were achieved. And all of us emerged confident
that their passion and commitment to entrepreneurship will ensure that India has indeed
innovative approaches to its many problems and will have job creators at all levels.
Srinivas, the CEO of Villgro has just announced that COHORT 2.0 is to be launched immediately
as testament to the success of COHORT 1.0 and all of us are looking forward to it!

Rama Kannan is a Coach and Mentor to senior executives in corporate and social sectors for the last
ten years and has had rich experience as a strategy and marketing professional before that in India
and the Asia pacific. She has keen interest in social entrepreneurship and co-teaches a programme
on it and is an advisor and mentor to social businesses. She is also on the board of a few
organisations in both the corporate and social impact spaces.
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INCUBATORS CURRENTLY IN THE PROGRAM
Centre of Excellence- Social Incubation & Entrepreneurship, GITAM Institute of Management, GITAM University
MIT Pune Technology Business Incubator
IIMN Foundation for Entrepreneurship Development (InFED)
Startup Incubation and Innovation Centre, IIT Kanpur
Incubator for Social Enterprises and Entrepreneurs Development (ISEED) at IRMA
Vruksh Ecosystem Foundation
Marathwada Accelerator for Growth and Incubation Council (MAGIC)
Business Incubator for Fostering of Innovative Ideas and Entrepreneurial Development - Institute for Autoparts
and Hand Tools Technology (BIFIED-IAHT)
Sri Jayachamarajendra College of Engineering - Science and Technology Entrepreneurs Park (SJCE-STEP)
IGDTUW Anveshan Foundation
IIM Calcutta Innovation Park
Pusa Krishi
Lemon Ideas
Incubation & Innovation Centre, IGTR AURANGABAD
MSME-TC, Ludhiana (CIED)
AIC - CV RAMAN COLLEGE OF ENGINEERING FOUNDATION (AIC-CVRCEF)
INCUVATIONS FOUNDATION
CENTRE OF INNOVATION, INCUBATION AND ENTREPRENEUSHIP(CIIE) - CTTC Bhubaneswar
Institute for Design Of Electrical Measuring Instruments (IDEMI), Mumbai
JSS-ATE Science and Technology Entrepreneurship Park
Atal Incubation Center, Banasthali Vidyapith

Apply Now!
https://villgro.org

Mohammad Azhar
Lead, Government Programs & Incubating Incubators

9506226677

mohammad@villgro.org

mohammadazahar
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