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hennai-based Polaris Soft-
ware Lab announced re-
cently that it is buying an
85% stake ina San Francis-
co-based digital identity
authentication services provider, Iden-
Trust, for $20 million. This acquisition
will help Polaris enter the cloud com-
puting space for financial technology
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Ajourneyinto the cloud

Polaris CEO tells Sushila Ravindranath he’s focused on building India’s largest financial technology suite,
with his client list already boasting 10 of the top global banks and six of the top global insurance majors

tries, will bring the required expertise
in this area, allowing us to create more
value for our clients by providing the
most secure financial infrastructure
solutions, " says Jain.

It has been an exciting journey for
Jain, a first generation entrepreneur
from Delhi, who chose to set up Polaris
in Chennai in 1990. He graduated in

ArunJain, der chair-
man & CEO of Polaris, and  arrange to
have lunch at the Madras Club, a green
oasis in Chennai, to discuss this acqui-
sitionandotherissues. Thenitturnsout
that it is his daughter's birthday and he
isneeded athome. A coupleof dayslater
we meet in his office as he is leaving for
Australia thatnight. Weshare hislunch
sent from home—roti, daland sabzi!

Polaris was planning to enter cloud
computing in a structured manner and
aimed at doing so in 2012. As it hap-
pened, an opportunity presented itself
when IdenTrust, headed by John Scul-
ley (of Apple, Pepsico fame), was look-
ing for buyers. “The future is in cloud
computing, which is going to be $200-400
billion business. Many mid-sized banks
do not need a data centre. When you en-
ter the European and US markets, hav-
ing an American or European brand to
do high-end cloud computing helps.
Owning a local company gives us credi-
bility. With increasing dependency on
the Internet, security solutions that in-
corporate identity management are a
key element in any cloud (computing)
offering. We believe that IdenTrust, be-
ing a proven provider of bank-grade
identity authentication in 175 coun-

electrical ing from Delhi Uni-
versity in 1983. Jain comes from a large
familyof eightbrothersandtwosisters.
His father was a government servant.
There were no luxuries to think of.
However, young Arun wanted to build
something on his own and has always
been a man with a lakshya (goal). With
two other friends, Jain started scouting
around for opportunities to work in the
IT area. A small set-up, Nucleus Soft-
ware Workshop, came intobeingin 1986.
This ially provided back-end
services to Citibank global consumer
bankingoperations.

The friends bought a scooter, which
they shared. They graduated to an old
Fiat the following year. The association
with Citibank and the fact that this
MNC was impressed with the young-
sters led to more projects. Citibank's
takeover of the Diner’s Club card busi-
ness presented further challenges,
which were met. When Citibank decid-
ed torelocate its global consumer bank-
ing business to Chennai from Delhi, it
was time for Jain to look at Chennai se-
riously and also think about launching
hisownorganisation.

Polaris Software Lab was set up
in 1993 with just ¥25,000. “In 1994, our

lakshya was to turn this ¥1.5-crore com-
pany into a ¥100-crore company in six
years. Weended up with¥270 crore.” Po-
laris went public in 2000 and did some-

. thing audacious the next year. Jain
. merged his ¥294-crore company with

3321-crore OrbiTech Solutions, a tech-
nology subsidiary of the Citigroup.
Overnight, he headed a company that
had 3,800 employees with a turnover of
over3600crore.

There was a period during the IT

| boom when Polaris’s share prices went

throughtheroof andth shed. Now

ucts.” When Polaris took over OrbiTech,
the product had very rich functionality.
But it was a monolith that had to be
broken down to different services to
provide clients whatever they wanted.
Jain put 800 people on the job in Delhi,
Chennaiand Hyderabad. The OrbiTech
idation was the of
Polaris’sservices to productsjourney.

business is to keep reinventing oneself
every 7 to 10 years. “Course correction
is a very painful process. The biggest
bottl k isold To start

ithassettled intoa mid-capscrip, which
ishandled by small por

Itis not a favourite of MFs either. Iask
Jainwhy hehasbeen solow key after be-
ing high profile in the earlier years. “Do
1 please the investor or build an institu-
tion for the next 20 years?  am commit-
ted to the longevity of the company and
not the share price.” Polaris hopes to
end the year with a turnover of nearly

with,Thavetochangemyself. Ihavetobe
willing to take the pain myself.” When
Polaris grew rapidly in 2002, with
several new subsidiaries, it earned the
reputation of not being able to retain
people. That was a course correction
Jain had to implement. He started con-
centrating on building his human re-
sources. He says, in the last five years,
the attrition rate among the top man-

22 Th sawagrowth

of 22% and hopes for 29% this year. It
employs 11,000 people.
He says, from 2004 onwards he has

| beenfocusingon building the largest fi-

nancial technology suite in the country.
Many companies are only in one space
in financial services. Polaris has devel-

| oped 95 products in all areas like core

banking, lending, cards, wealth, broker-
age, securities, cash management and
soon. Jain says in financial technology
Polaris can provide most complex solu-

~ tions, end toend. “From 2001, we knew

that providing just services will last on-
ly for a decade. We had to get into prod-

islessthan3%.

‘When the business model had to be
global, Jain decided to play the role of
the chief architect himself. “1rolled up
my sleeves between 2003 and 2007 and
plunged into technology architecture.”
Hefollowed it up by taking over market-
ingforayear. “Iread every book on mar-

. ketingavailable. We took 1,000 TV spots.

on Wall Street alone for six months in
2009toletour market know whatPolaris
isallabout.”

All these efforts have obviously paid
off. Polaris’s client list today includes
100of the top global banks and six of the
10global insurance majors.
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