
W
hen her two - ye a r-
old daughter star-
ted confusing fa x
with fox, Shobha

Prasad, now 32, decided it was
time to buy a proper offi c e
instead of running her fle d gl i n g
m a r ket research age n cy from
h o m e. Her husband and part-
ner Balaji Prasad agreed. Look-
ing after Harini, their daughter,
was the most difficult part of doing their
own thing. But they decided to bring her up
without help, hired or otherwise. “I used to
feel frustrated when my inputs were really
needed and I had to be away,” says Shobha.

T h at was only part of their stru ggl e.
When Balaji, now 36, quit his job with
M u d ra Commu n i c ations in Nove m b e r
1994, all he knew was that he loved doing
m a r ket research and wanted to be free. Fr e e
to peer into people’s minds, to understand
wh at drove them to behave as they did.
S o u l m ate Shobha, also a market research
professional, quit her job as well.

Together, they borrowed Rs 2 lakh from a
friend to set up Drishti Strategic Re s e a r c h
S e rvices at their house in Mumbai. T h e i r
experience and contact base, built over  nine
years at various research agencies, came in
h a n dy. The first client was Real Value Ap p l i-
ances, of C e a s e fire fa m e. Drishti made 
Rs 15,000 on that job. BPL followed, asking
for consumer surveys on 14 products.

The result: 19-hour wo r k d ays, and a we l l -
e a rned Rs 4.5 lakh. “We repaid our friend wi-
thin three months,” says Balaji. Meanwh i l e,

b abysitting continued to be a problem. Final-
ly, Shobha decided to choose one over the oth-
e r. Without regrets, she stayed away from
work for the next two ye a rs .

But handling Harini
p r oved to be easier than
handling their parents. The
idea of “doing business” wa s
u n p a l at able to the conserva-
t ive Brahmin families that
t h ey both came from. “O u r
parents felt that consultancy
s e rvices were more res-
p e c t able than business,”
says Balaji dryly.

To d ay, he’s managed to
prove them wrong. Over the
ye a rs, Drishti has gr ow n .
Current billings stand at  Rs
2 crore. And Balaji ex p e c t s
them to touch Rs 3 crore by
March 1999.

One would think that owning a firm span-
ning seven cities and 52 employees wo u l d
m a ke a man feel sat i s fied enough to burp.
Not Balaji. “If we had started with a capital

of Rs 40 to 50 lakh,” says the stocky man,
b e t ween puffs of M a r l b o r o, “we would 
have been twice our size today, and would
have expanded to Southeast Asia by now.”

Shobha says. “If I could, I would erase the
whole of last ye a r. We ove r- r e c ru i t e d
because we assessed the market wrongly. ”
And then the economy slowed down.

Balaji isn’t too worried, though. He reck-
ons that their personal invo l vement in each
project gives them an edge in a marke t
where diffe r e n t i ating one’s service is tough.
D r i s h t i ’s largest project today is wo rth near-
ly Rs 4 lakh. “In a large agency, such a pro-

ject would be given to gr e e n-
horns,” says Balaji.

The duo believes the volume
o f business they get will
depend on the number of pro-
jects they are pers o n a l ly
involved in. Balaji realises they
need to balance gr owth and
good serv i c e—an issue most
a dve rtising and research age n-
cies have yet to crack.

With Bajaj Au t o, BPL, 
Ogilvy & Mather and Ammirat i
Puris Lintas among their
clients, and the best marke t
research age n cy rating by
Procter & Gamble this ye a r, the
P rasads are set for a place in
the big league.

A ny regrets? Sure. Complains Balaji: “I
h ave not played bridge ever since we start e d
on our own.” 

■ Uma R. Sastry
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Love, freedom, research and a
kid. How the Prasads did it.
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