
18 March 2011, New Delhi

Sam Pitroda, the 

Advisor to the 

Prime Minister 

on Information 

Infrastructure and 

Innovations has 

assured a delegation 

of Indian Designers 

who met with him 

at his Planning 

Commission office 

that he will back 

our suggestion to 

the government 

for first defining a 

vision for setting up 

design education 

infrastructure for 

India, before rushing 

into spending money 

for building the 

infrastructure.

Sam Pitroda Supports the Cause 
of Vision First 
BACKGROUND

The Indian government has committed to the setting up of four new 
Institutions for Design Education (NIDs) in the country. This is a significant 
step towards leveraging design to enhance the country's ability to 
innovate, and in using design as a force for enhancing the quality of life in 
the country.

A Request for Proposal has already been floated, to invite consulting 
organizations to bid for finalization of the model for setting up campuses 
for four new NIDs. While It does ask some relevant questions about possible 
financial, technical, academic and administrative models for the new 
institutions, the emphasis on stringent financial and architectural experience 
requirements on the potential consultants confuses the issue and becomes 
a barrier. The process may exclude new and innovative ways to imagine new 
institutions and government may commit to building infrastructure for a pre-
supposed form of a school, both in building and content that is actually in 
desperate need for re-imagination.

It is our contention that if we proceed along that path, we will be training 
designers in an old paradigm of design, for an image of India that is rapidly 
fading, in campuses that are not listening to the beat of the nation.

Design was understood as an essential building block in the development 
of a newly independent nation, therefore the first NID had the commitment 
at the highest level from the Prime Minister of India. We were frontrunners 
among Asian nations in 1958 when the first NID was set up thanks to the far 
sightedness of Prime Minister Nehru. We believe this new effort must once 
again yield institutions that are well-informed and borne out of the most 
contemporary, bold and forward looking thinking in design. It will be a lost 
opportunity if we follow a predetermined route and only end up replicating 
expired, limited and ineffective models of design.

This concern has recently sparked a spirited debate on the internet and on 
social networks among groups of designers. The ‘Vision First’ initiative has 
emerged from that buzz that continues to spread online.

Vision First is an initiative to create a perspective on creating design 
competencies in India and maybe, elsewhere. The idea is to tap the collective 
wisdom of the vibrant design community and other stakeholders of design in 
the country and co-create a vision for further actions – whether it is the setting 
up of new institutions or taking design to those areas where it has never been 
before.

M P Ranjan, Rashmi Korjan, Amit Krishn Gulati, Jatin Bhatt and Pradeep Sinha, 
five members of the Vision First Core Group that was formed after several 
discussions on the DesignIndia Yahoogroup, made a presentation to the DIPP 
(Department of Industrial Policy & Promotion) at the Udhyog Bhavan on the 
morning of the 18th of March 2011. They represented a larger group of over 
1,000 people. They shared the common concerns with their team of four 
officers that was headed by Jt Secretary V Bhaskar. The details of the morning 
meeting were shared in the afternoon with Mr Pitroda.



WALKTHROUGH OF THE MEETING WITH MR SAM PITRODA

The meeting began with Mr Pitroda graciously thanking everyone for organizing 
the meeting with a round of introductions of the design team, after which he 
made a short introduction of himself as the son of a carpenter. He mentioned 
his early education in Gujarat. (He completed his schooling from Vallabh 
Vidyanagar in Gujarat and completed his Masters in Physics and Electronics 
from Maharaja Sayajirao University in Baroda). He said that he worked out of 
the Planning Commission and most people would know his background. But 
what people wouldn’t be aware of is, that he was always interested in design. 
He mentioned that he also participates as a board member at the Institute 
of Design in Chicago and added that Patrick Witney and Vijay Kumar are old 
friends of his and has worked with them in the past. 

Mr Pitroda shared a project involving design that he had initiated about a year 
ago when he had invited Patrick to India and asked him to visit Dharavi, in 
Mumbai. He asked Patrick to figure out what Design can do in Dharavi. Patrick 
had never been to India before, but he spent five days in Dharavi where he 
set up a small design group along with some photography equipment and did 
some interesting work to see how design can make a change the slums.  Mr 
Pitroda has since then been following up with Patrick Whitney, the head of 
Institute of Design and a higly regarded design educator.

Mr Pitroda continued his saga with design and said that he believed that India 
needs lots of Design Schools but unfortunately; he has not found anybody 
in the system listening to him, yet. He felt that what we have is nothing. He 
mentioned that he was aware of the fact that in China there are over 150 new 
design schools as Patrick goes there quite often and shares his experiences 
and reports to him as a friend regularly. Patrick has been asking Mr Pitroda 
for sometime why he is not doing the same in India. Mr Pitroda on his part has 
been making promises, which unfortunately, he has not been able to keep… 
and nothing has happened so far. With this as the background, when Mr Pitroda 
got a note from Uday Dandavate, he was excited and believed he that this was 
something he should pursue. 

At this juncture, Mr Pitroda took the opportunity to thank the designers 
representing the Vision First Group for taking time out of each one’s busy 
schedules and for making a presentation. He hoped, that together, the idea 
would be taken forward. Although he said he wouldn’t promise anything, he 
nevertheless gave his assurance that he would put his energy behind it. 
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A group of 17 designers, 

design thinkers and 

design academics met at 

India Habitat Centre in the 

amphitheatre at a very 

informal setting near the 

Eatopia and were briefed 

on the proceedings of the 

morning meeting with 

DIPP. 

At 3.30 pm, the group 

representing Vision First 

met with Mr Pitroda and 

his team at the Yojana 

Bhavan and explored how 

design and innovation 

could be brought to all 

government initiatives in 

the years ahead. 



Mr Pitroda  enquired about the meeting which took place in the morning 
with DIPP and mentioned that he would want to know how it went off, as, it 
was part of his agenda for the meeting.  Having said that, he also mentioned 
that people do not understand enough about design. To them, sometimes, 
design is about designing a better watch or a better clock. The biggest need 
for design, Mr Pitroda emphasized, is in the government. He said, ‘Every 
process, we have today is essentially obsolete - for example: How do we get 
admission in schools? How do we get birth certificates? How do we get land 
records’ He claimed that he has been saying time and again that, ‘With a 19th 
century mindset and 20th century processes, we are trying to meet the needs 
of the 21st century’. He said,  ‘We need to redesign processes, redesign tools, 
technologies, if we are going to be really globally competitive and create the 
kind of job that we need to create for 550 million young below age of 25. We 
have no options but to innovate into things differently.’ But how do we get 
people to think differently?’

According to Mr Pitroda, there is a group now, looking into innovations - The 
National Innovation Council which is trying to setup State Level Innovation 
Councils, Sectoral Innovation Councils, Innovation Funds, Innovation Clusters 
etc. He emphasized that the core really is new mindsets, new thinking and 
new way of looking at things. He said ‘But let me tell you, it’s like beating your 
head against the wall’.  So, when he first heard about the Vision First Group, 
he felt that it would be good for him. He felt that there was an opportunity to 
collectively ‘do something’. The government has the government’s agenda. The 
Vision First Group has their own agenda. But he was sure that there must be 
some fix somewhere. 

With this background, Mr Pitroda invited the Vision First Group to make the 
presentation. Rashmi Khorjan and MP Ranjan explained that the presentation 
that the group wanted to share was the same as the one that was presented to 
DIPP earlier that morning, and that would subsequently provide the platform 
to update everyone on the morning meeting with DIPP. Ranjan also stated that 
there may be a fair amount of overlaps between what Mr Pitroda has been 
saying and what perhaps designers have been saying for many years.

THE PRESENTATION
Amit Gulati took over to make the presentation. Before he started, Amit 
mentioned that after hearing Mr Pitroda’s introductory remarks, it was going to 
be a lot of teaching to the converted. Mr Pitroda responded with ‘Let’s not talk 
about Management 101....’  

The presentation began with a quotation by Albert Einstein ‘We can’t solve 
problems using the same kind of thinking we used when created them. We 
must learn to see anew’ That’s why we need a ‘Vision First’.

Amit explained that the presentation was made earlier in the morning with 
a little bit of context setting…why design needs to be seen afresh - not in 
the legacy perceptions that are already pregnant within the government. 
Alongside, putting into context how the country is evolving - the framework 
of Indian indigenous innovation versus what’s happening in the world being 
seen resource negative kind of framework…trying to see design as a catalyst to 
maintain growth over there. 



At this juncture, Mr Pitroda added that he saw two fundamental changes in 
India in the last 10 to 15 years:

1. India is a nation of connected billion people for the first time in the history 
of this country. It happened overnight essentially. So how do we think about a 
connected country as opposed to a country of a billion unconnected people? It’s 
a huge difference.

2. Economic Liberalization

Mr Pitroda’s question was… ‘How do we package these two ideas in all our 
thinking of going forward? We are not changing fast enough and responding 
to the Connected India’. Mr Pitroda was reacting to the visual of a lady selling 
vegetables in the presentation while talking on the mobile phone. Mr Pitroda 
was reacting to the phone - that was the change he was referring to…

Continuing on the same chain of thought, Amit too added that in a sense, this 
group is also the reflection of Connected India. Over the last 30 years, he didn’t 
think that any group of designers have been able to mobilize itself so fast to 
meet any representative of the government. It is the first time it has happened 
and it was because of the social network.

Amit continued the presentation and stated that NID was originally set up 50 
years ago with the intent to support different industries (which of course is 
still relevant) and also looking at products of the industry from an aesthetic 
chamber. These were the initial missions and recognizing aesthetics from the 
cultural perspectives and from a future perspective. The entire paradigm is 
changing. Today, design is no more just about industry….nor is it just about 
aesthetics.

Part One of Presentation: Design is Changing

The presentation started with how the... 
WORLD IS CHANGING. 

•	 More	connected,	more	interdependent	&	more	complex

•	 More	aware	of	the	potential	of	diversity

•	 More	keen	to	resolve	cultural	conflicts

•	 More	open	to	experiment

•	 In	search	of	answers	to	environmental	imperatives

•	 In	search	of	new	models	of	development

•	 In	search	of	new	benchmarks	for	success

Followed by how... 
INDIA IS CHANGING

•	 Ambitious	and	confident

•	 Aware	of	its	place	in	the	world

•	 Disconnected	between	‘Western’	and	indigenous	aspirations

•	 Fragmented	between	the	haves	and	have-nots

•	 Open	to	experiment

•	 Eager	to	learn,	create	and	prosper

The presentation can be viewed at http://visionpehle.wordpress.com/2011/03/24/presentation/



This to a large extent, mirrored what Mr Pitroda had also talked about and at 
this point, Mr Pitroda had a medley of questions…. He wanted to know:

 How many designers there were in this country?•	

 Ans: A rough figure of about 5,000 was mentioned.

 Can a list of the designers be made?•	

 Ans: Affirmative.

 Was there an Association of Designers? •	

 Ans: Registered and membership enrollment to start soon

 Is there awareness within CII and FICCI of the designers?•	

 Ans: Awareness with limitations - unfortunately does not reflect what Mr  
 Pitroda spoke of, it’s the old paradigm of design that they know of.

Ranjan explained that the perception of design is still about branding,   
about aesthetics, about doorknobs etc and not about human beings and   
their needs. It has unfortunately not reached that level.

Next, the presentation talked of 
DESIGN IS CHANGING. 

•	 Design	thinking	is	becoming	a	strategic	public	policy	resource.		 	
 Designing how people get admission into schools

 Designing how people get access to sanitation and water etc

•	 Designing	with	people,	as	opposed	to	designing	for	people

 Changing Design from a top down service where one looks at people  
 from a paternalistic perspective to a bottom up perspective where one  
 discovers what is right for them or what they want as co-creators

•	 Design	actions	respect	life	and	nurture	natural	systems

•	 Design	is	solving	complex	problems

 Blend of scientific thinking, intuitive thinking and design thinking helps  
 address complex problems

Then the presentation moved on to state that 
DESIGN IS ABOUT CHANGE

•	 Today,	design	is	needed	in	every	sector	of	human	endeavor	-	to	bring		
 relevance, dignity and delight in how each product, service and system  
 serves communities

•	 Education	in	general	needs	to	reflect	this	change	in	paradigm

•	 Design	Education	needs	to	respond	to	change	and	reinforce	its		 	
 multidisciplinary form

Finally the presentation showcased snapshots of examples, where designers 
have gone beyond (what they do today) the script of the design education 
(what they were trained for). In other words, they are learning form the field 
and applying it.

This reflect the 
EVOLVING PARADIGM OF DESIGN

•	 Today,	design	is	needed	in	every	sector	of	human	endeavor	-	to	bring		
 relevance, dignity and delight in how each product, service and system  
 serves communities

•	 Design	Education	needs	to	respond	to	change	and	reinforce	its		 	
 multidisciplinary form



The presentation then showcased some examples of work involving Indian 
designers,  produced indigenously and where 

DESIGN IMPACTS CHANGE.

 Lightweight and corrosion resistant plastic design to replace existing  •	
 metal micro irrigation check dams. Enabling people’s participation in  
 water management. DesignDirections, Pune

 Kiran - A clean replacement for kerosene lamps. •	
 Low cost solutions for mass consumption and co-creating innovative  
 business model. D.Light, 

 Bamboo for development •	
 Innovative design for livelihood. Sandeep Sangaru

 Tata Swach - Making pure water accessible •	
 Low cost solutions for mass consumption and co-creating innovative  
 business models. DesignDirection, Pune

 3Nethra - The world’s first prescreening device, Aravind Eyecare System •	
 A clear vision for better health. Icarus Design

 Connectivity for Rural India •	
 Design research on robust devises with vernacular interfaces for farm- 
 related data and mobile banking, incorporating GPS and Solar Recharge

 Bamboo Craft Development Institute, Agartala •	
 Building institutions at the grassroots, CFBI-NID (Centre for Bamboo  
 Initiatives NID) 1999-2010

 Kala Raksha Vidhyalaya: Capacity building - Design School for traditional  •	
 artisans of Kutch, Gujarat 
 Empowering Communities. Project Director: Judy Frater

 Eye Hospitals for Underserved Towns and Cities •	
 Affordable healthcare: “Doing well by doing good”. Eye-Q, Song

 Ginger by the Tata group - Changing the value equation in the   •	
 hospitality industry 
 Frugal innovation with robust scalability. Incubis Consultants, New Delhi

 Visual Aids for the Health Sector - Sexual and Reproductive health   •	
 communications for rural adolescents 
 Developing effective commuication. Vikalp Design, Udaipur

 Design for Change Contest: Small children apply design thinking to big  •	
 problems (Making community spirit contagious) Kiran Bir Sethi:   
 Curriculum Innovation, Inspired Edu & Comm Driven Social Programmes

All these are tools that help visualize a context where people are in 
respondence with ideas, which can take them into a system where they are in 
charge themselves.

Amit then summarized the presentation by declaring that  
INDIAN DESIGNERS IMPACT CHANGE

•	 Designers	positively	transform	every	sector	and	have	the	potential	to		
 impact things in a larger way

•	 Designers	are	already	trained	to	catalyzed	cross-fertile	teams	and	work		
 with diverse sector of individuals. 

•	 Designers	create	magic	with	limited	resources	

•	 Designers	balance	functional	with	the	emotional	

•	 Designers	embody	critical	thinking	and	become	the	conscience	of	the		
 industry; we are all part of mainstream but are trained to ask   
 questions; what is right and what is wrong…

•	 Designers	are	valuable	partners	in	sustainable	development

•	 Designers	understand	the	‘Evolving	Paradigm’;	they	are	evolving	and		
 understand this new paradigm that was showcased earlier.



Part Two of Presentation: Vision First 
The next part of the presentation pertained to Vision First

VISION FIRST GROUP: WHO ARE WE?  

•	 Indian	Designers	 Design	Educators	 Thought	Leaders

•	 Professionals	 	 Entrepreneurs

VISION FIRST: WHY ARE WE HERE?

•	 The	RFP	(Request	for	Proposal)	process	that	the	DIPP	has	initiated	needs		
 to be re-evaluated to respond to the ‘Evolving Paradigm’ for design we  
 have shared.

•	 The	stringent	financial	and	architectural	experience	requirements	on		
 potential consultants to qualify for the project is an area of serious  
 concern as it excludes most NID graduates who can contribute to   
 making the process more relevant.

•	 The	intention	is	not	to	want	the	Government	to	change	its	building		
 plans, nor is it to dictate who would build the infrastructure…. But it is  
 to create a vision of what ideas will transpire and what kind of space can  
 best accommodate them.

•	 Now	that	the	government	is	keen	to	use	design	to	catalyze	the	nation’s		
 growth, it would be unfortunate if it did not plug into the community  
 and use its collective wisdom to guide the new way design should be  
 learnt.

•	 It	will	be	a	disservice	to	the	nation	if	we	do	not	create	a	design		 	
 education infrastructure that is not only contemporary and globally 
 connected but also richly informed by the local context.

VISION FIRST:  HOW CAN WE CONTRIBUTE?

•	 We	can	tap	into	the	wisdom	and	experience	of	a	vibrant	network	of		
 design practitioners, teachers, thinkers worldwide.

•	 Stimulate	fresh	inquiry	and	bring	clarity	to	the	models	of	design		 	
 learning in India- From primary school to vocation.

•	 Evaluate	inclusive	models	that	help	create	jobs	with	dignity	but	without		
 loss of skills and tacit knowledge.

•	 Organize	workshops	and	roundtables	with	groups	of	educators,		 	
 practitioners and other stakeholders such as policy makers, design  
 schools, design students, entrepreneurs and representatives from   
 industry, academics, professionals, NGOs and craft-persons.

•	 Organize	international	conference	to	share	the	insights	and	emerging		
 directions in design education from around the world.

•	 Form	working	groups	to	translate	the	consultations	into	focused	vision.

•	 Enable	discussions	at	the	highest	level	of	the	Government	to	the		 	
 explore interfaces between design thinking and Ministries of the   
 Government so that all sectors of development needs in India are   
 addressed in a comprehensive manner.

•	 The	government	is	probably	the	largest	potential	user	of	design

VISION FIRST:  WHAT WILL WE DELIVER?

•	 A	Vision	Document	for	implementing	public	policies	for	improving	the		
 quality of life through invention, innovation and entrepreneurship.

•	 A	framework	for	compiling	research,	learning	and	action	resources.

•	 The	Vision	Document	will	inspire	prospective	students	and	their	parents		
 to find satisfying employment that connects their individual career  
 pursuits with national/global and humanitarian goals.

•	 The	Vision	Document	will	become	the	administration’s	template	for		
 monitoring the institutes’ progress against national priorities and   
 objectives and assign available resources for building specific   
 competencies to meet evolving needs.



‘The bottom line is that, as the vision first group embark on the quest to   
create more effective design competencies for the next fifty years…. There has 
to be reflection before action.’ Amit elaborated and said that many designers 
of the Vision First Group are entrepreneurs who happen to be designers. Some 
run multiple companies or companies for other people who are the clients. 
Designers work at different levels and the Vision First group represent that 
cross-section. This is what the Vision First Group took to the Government 
with the hope of being able to contribute to creating the next generation of 
designers. With this ethos in place, and also factoring in what they have learnt 
in the outside world into their design education, design education need to 
evolve.

The Vision First Group has achieved success in their chosen fields by leveraging 
the power of design thinking and can contribute to the creation of the next 
generation of design practitioners….

SHARING THE MORNING MEETING WITH DIPP WITH 
MR SAM PITRODA

The details of the morning meeting with DIPP were shared with Mr Pitroda. 
Amit said that DIPP had launched the RFP format and in a candid discussion 
during the morning meeting, they mentioned that they were constrained by the 
system to do it in a certain way. Ranjan mentioned that DIPP was worried about 
CVC and that seemed like the main thrust. Amit continued to elaborate and 
informed Mr Pitroda that DIPP had set very high financial cutoff points which 
prevents individual designers and consortiums of designers to be part of the 
RFP. 

Mr Pitroda explained that the DIPP will naturally look at the project the same 
way as designing a company using the same parameters; as they understand 
walls…. size of land…etc

Ranjan recalled one more dimension that came up in the morning meeting with 
DIPP … that they said that Government did not have money for design which 
Ranjan felt was true in a way because when you don’t understand something… 
nobody can assign money to that. Ranjan also did not think that in the last 50 
years, adequate money has been assigned to design.

Mr Pitroda, at this point asked how many design schools the Government was 
proposing. He was informed that four design schools were being proposed. 
The process has already started, but fortunately, the tenders have not been 
opened. He then wanted to know which ministry that was and he was told that 
it was DIPP - Department of Industrial Policies and Promotions. He then wanted 
to know who the minister in charge was; and was told that it was Mr Anand 
Sharma. Mr Pitroda also wanted to know if the Vision First Group wrote to Mr 
Anand Sharma and he was told that the morning meeting was fixed because of 
it. He also said he would give him a call.

Ranjan then mentioned that they learnt something that morning. It seems 
that the Planning Commission in a position of giving only Rs 200 crores (a 
figure; a number) that was not enough to set up four design schools. So they 
were actually geared towards some kind of Public-Private Partnership. This he 



claimed was surprising; because that’s a fantastic amount of money they were 
giving; on the other hand, the NID brand is worth Rs 3,000-Rs 4,000 crores. 
Recently a private design school in Delhi was sold to an American University 
for a reported figure of Rs 500 crores for just over 50 percent of the holding of 
the original promoter. If that was the case, Ranjan stated a serious concern and 
questioned whether the Government and DIPP knew the real valuation of the 
NID; especially when the four new design schools would be using the NID name 
and the foundation stone has already been laid by the Prime Minister for the 
first one out of the four new NID at Jorhat. The question is, ‘Are we giving out a 
huge brand without serious assessment?’ 

Mr Pitroda wanted to know how many private design schools there were in 
India and was told that there were about six well-known ones. He wanted to 
know how well they were doing and how many students graduated from them. 
He was told that 3 of them are doing reasonably well and 3 are not doing well 
and as a group, the schools are training about 3 times the number of students 
from NID. NID takes about 250 students per year. So India produces about 
1,000 students a year. But Ranjan also informed him that there are many 
other smaller institutes - in the fashion space and multimedia space there are 
hundreds. There are also many art and applied art schools, which offer skill 
based training.

Amit consolidated the concern over DIPP’S PPP (Public-Private Partnership)
offering as part of their current initiative. He said that when PPP of this nature 
is proposed, then its important that the NID brand is correctly evaluated. What 
it eventually does is that it bring on a very strong profit motive to turn it around 
as a business and that sometimes as an educational perspective can be counter 
productive to the kind of design education we are talking about. Ranjan added 
that it should take on a philanthropic mode, where you say ‘The money is there 
but you do what is needed to be done’ and where you nurture development 
actives. Amit continued by suggesting that it should be an endowment model 
rather than a PPP model where the profit motive will dictate a very practical, 
skill oriented design school. 

Mr Pitroda at this juncture, interjected by asking what needed to be done at this 
point; he asked ‘So what are our options?’

Amit explained that the option was really getting into the process of creating 
a collective vision of what this new type of design is and how it needs to be 
disseminated into a new kind of design school. This may not even require the 
Rs 200 crore; it may require teaching design at school level.

Mr Pitroda instantly asked how quickly can a report of this kind be made. 
‘Within a month’ was the response. However Ranjan at this point asked if the 
Government really wanted it. He said that the group can do this… but the 
Government should ask this group or a larger group to do it… so they are 
then backing it. This was conveyed to DIPP in the morning meeting, but the 
proposal was not accepted as they said that they (DIPP) was committed to the 
process and that the Vision First Group should align themselves with the private 
enterprise who would be there.

Rashmi brought in the possibility of perhaps not working with the government 
because of the current constraints. The group is open to the idea, as it needs 
some amount of support to roll it out across the country and engage more 
people in the process, which requires some basic funding,…and then perhaps, 
it wouldn’t be through the Government because there are limitations.

Mr Pitroda reacted positively and said that first of all, there was still room to 
explore the Government and that the group should not give up…not yet.

Sudarshan Khanna at this point drew attention back to the tenders. He said 
that the only problem would be that if the tenders were opened, then the ball 
rolls out of the court, so to speak. The first step, he suggested was to stop that 
process so that the Vision First Group gets a little space. Second, he felt he 
should clarify that it is not the intention of the group to make big money out of 
this. Having said that, ethics say that this should be conducted at a professional 
level. There should be some form of mechanism to form groups etc. He felt that 
the Government has to be involved because of long-term authority is required. 



He saw this group as doing fire fighting, as mobilizing so many designers in 
the country again and again may be difficult. There has to be an authority with 
whom the framework can be worked out and this is the professional way of 
doing things.

Ranjan added that we believe that the group believe that somehow in India we 
seem to understand ‘Jugaad’, which means design by default…it happens…
because of some form of desperation, for example, the lack of funds, where 
projects are completed somehow by hook or crook. There is a lot of money 
pumped into this method of working. Whereas, there is another capability, 
where projects include foresight, forethought, experimentation, prototyping 
and then advocacy. The group has not come in for the meeting without trying 
out what they are talking about. They have been trying out for the past 20 to 
30 years, in all the varied areas and the condition levels are extremely high. So 
whether the Government agree or not, they will continue to do what they do 
because it works and they know it works. But here is an opportunity to take it 
to a larger group of people… the whole country will benefit from that.

Rashmi at this point clarified some points regarding the RFP (Request for 
Proposal) and what the DIPP said in the morning meeting. She said that the DIPP 
had not completely blocked the Vision First Group out and that they had built 
in a consultative process in the larger process. Which is, once they accept one 
party who gets the project, their draft would be put up in a public place for all 
to access evaluate and respond. They will also organize a public seminar where 
they would invite the designers who could wheel in some influence… and that 
is the space they said they can open to the group.     

Ranjan felt that that would be too little…and too late.

Jatin Bhatt suggested that another window could be opened where this exercise 
is conducted as a parallel where the group puts down the proposal.

In conclusion, Amit felt that it was important to mention at this point that the 
government was the biggest potential user of design provided there is a unit 
that allows you to enter and expand an expertise. 

Sudarshan added that ultimately this group would need some platform 
or channel, which is more vigorous, nurturing and maybe sensitive and 
understanding. Mr Pitroda declared that he had offered that platform, having 
organized the meeting. He said he would campaign it for the group, however, 
he said, he too needed to understand better what the Vision First Group can 
deliver. 

In India, Mr Pitroda stated that people tend to over promise and under deliver. 
He also added that he understood that sometimes there is a mismatch between 
expectations and energy levels. Ranjan reminded him that the group members 
of Vision First had travelled all the way from different parts of the country  to 
make this meeting a success.



MR SAM PITRODA’S THREE FOLD AGENDA

Finally, Mr Pitroda agreed that there is a real need for design in the country 
today. All of these fit in with the innovation agenda and look right. He made a 
proposal and claimed that he may not know the answers but he was going to 
try, along with the advise of his young team. He proposed a Three Fold Agenda:

One. Work with vision first and do the right thing for the country

 A letter from Vision First would be sent to Mr Pitroda; to which he   
 would add a covering letter to Mr Anand Sharma and Mr Montek   
 Ahluwalia and make an effort to fix things so that it is right for   
 the country.

Two. Work with designers and plant design in 40 clusters 

 Mr Pitroda envisions working with designers in sealing innovation   
 along with design at 40 clusters.

Three. Connect vision first with Mr Kapil Sibal and introduce design   
 thinking in schools

 Mr Pitroda would have a dialogue with Mr Kapil Sibal on design   
 education. He promised to set up a meeting with Mr Sibal and the same  
 group and take Design in Education to the next level.

Mr Pitroda took view of the current situation in relation to  his three points

He said, First…..

Work with Vision First and do the right thing for the country

Write a properly drafted crisp one page letter to Mr Pitroda clearly stating •	
that: 

 a) After the dialogue with Mr Pitroda, he had helped Vision First   
     Group set up the meeting with the Secretary…….

 b) The group had the opportunity to meet the secretary on design   
     schools…

 c) The meeting took place…and the details of the meeting…

 d) The views and concerns of the group of domain expertise and   
     behind the group are more than a 1,000 people…

 e) Changes in present plan needed…. for the benefit of the   
     nation…

It was important for the letter to be signed by the group who represent  •	
a larger group of over 1,000… which would negate any vested interest  
from one or two persons.

Mr Pitroda will write a covering letter to Mr Anand Sharma   with a •	
request to look at it and a meeting to discuss the matter. He will  try 
to convince him that there is enough domain expertise here that   
cannot be ignored.

The Government is tuned into its own agenda and system; therefore the  •	
tender. How does one intervene and do the right thing for larger public  
benefit? Make one more attempt to talk.

Letter to be passed to Mr Montek Ahluwalia as he would be funding he  •	
project explaining that there is a better way of spending the Rs 200   
crore.

Second…..

Work with designers and plant design in 40 clusters 

There are 40 clusters defined (20 by CII; 20 by FCCI; in the process of   •	
adding 25 more by the ministry, another 25 by MSME and a university)

Each cluster needs design education and theoretically, Mr Pitroda   •	
felt there are 40 design schools already to be planted.



Each of these clusters have 200 to 500 thousand employees like the   •	
textile industry, the diamond industry etc

Today innovation can mean new and unique applications of old   •	
technologies, using design to develop new products and services,   
new processes and structures to improve performance in diverse areas,  
organizational creativity, and public sector initiatives to enhance   
delivery of services. Innovation is being seen as a means of    
creating sustainable and cost effective solutions for people at    
the bottom of the pyramid, and is being viewed as an important strategy  
for inclusive growth in developing economies

Innovation should:•	

 a) Provide broader platforms for Innovation everywhere

 b) Encourage Innovation for Inclusion aimed at the Bottom of the Pyramid

 c) Foster necessary Eco Systems

 d) Focus on drivers

 e) Expand Space for Discourse on Innovation in the country

And Third…..

Connect vision first with Mr Kapil Sibal and introduce design thinking in 
school

Over the last 10 years Ranjan has been working with students and   •	
design educators has identified 230 sectors (not clusters) of economy  
(like health, agriculture etc) across geography where design is needed  
and required. It is not possible to build 230 schools, but there is a need  
to build capabilities maybe region wise. Perhaps the agriculture   
design requirement in the Himalayan region would be very different   
from the agriculture requirement in the desert area and so on. Maybe   
there is a differentiation that comes from something like that.

Ranjan suggested that existing institutions could also be seeded with   •	
design thought and action - Instead of trying to build everything anew.  
Can design be put into existing educational systems… and this is   
where the policy aspect comes up where certain policy directions are   
given and design is used within that and people start asking how they  
could apply it eg in agricultural colleges, engineering colleges etc

This is where Mr Kapil Sibal would be able to help and it is very critical  •	
to talk to him.

Rashmi explained by stating that at a broader level, the nation needs   •	
more design capabilities than designers per say. This could be achieved  
by addressing schools and building that capability from school level   
upwards the nation would begin to have generations who have design  
thinking built in them but are not designers. They could become   
engineers or doctors or whichever profession…with design thinking…  
Mr Pitroda took the example of a public hospital to agree with    
Rashmi. Inspite of the country having great designers… the condition   
of these hospitals are bad… and this demonstrates the apparent   
disconnect between a problem and the profession. 



CONCLUDING ON A LIGHTER NOTE...
In conclusion, Mr Pitroda said he would talk to Mr Montek Ahluwalia as soon 
as possible and explain to him in an informal way about the meeting with 
Vision First Group and the Rs 200 crore should be spent right. He would tell 
him that the time was right to intervene and he believed it would make sense 
to Mr Montek Ahluwalia too. Mr Pitroda believed that overall most people 
are sensitive, but they are all locked in a system. Ranjan mentioned that 
was exactly what was said in the morning meeting… that they are all on a 
track, which is rolling… Mr Pitroda pointed out that they created the tracks 
themselves. He shared incident, which involved the Railways. The Railways was 
contributing Rs100 crores to do research to IIT. All done and everything was 
working; but the Railways said they couldn’t use that. So if they couldn’t use 
it, then why spend Rs100 crore per year for three years? If it was working then 
why not use it. But because there was a process… tenders to fill… in which 
case the French would come…and so would the Jananese. It took 18 months of 
beating of heads before it finally got approved. Many believed it was a miracle. 
So you have to keep at it.. some happen and some won’t happen.

Ranjan said that he has been talking with the Government as he has been inside 
the system… teaching for 35 years… given his life for this and knows that 
nothing seems to work and that is why he started his blog. Writing letters and 
papers doesn’t help much. The web is connected and there are people who are 
listening out there - people from all over - and the maximum is from India and 
the subject is India and Indian Design and people are raising their voice and 
that is how a meeting was made possible. 

Mr Pitroda also shared that he was approached by Netherland to start five 
design schools. Ranjan felt that they should be allowed to do so as they 
are sensible people and have great design schools in their country. Their 
redefinition of design is way beyond what is being discussed here in this 
country. Ranjan was himself invited by Netherland for a conference to deliver 
the keynote speech on ‘What Design Can Do’ and this is the theme of the 
conference. Nobody knows what design can do. 

Mr Pitroda too mentioned that he was invited to the Doors of Perception by John 
Thackara at Amsterdam to talk at the conference to a 2000 people audience. 
John was in India recently for a conference on Design Thinking and talked about 
education extensively. Rashmi said she has briefed him about this and he is 
very keen to partner with Vision First.

Jatin mentioned that Uday had met Vijay in America and Vijay too was keen to 
come aboard. Coincidently, Vijay is also a friend of Mr Pitroda. Interestingly, 
he was Ranjan’s student during his first year of teaching in 1973 and Ranjan 
confesed that he learnt to teach at Vijay’s expense. It’s a small world…

On this lighter note the meeting ended and Mr Pitroda thanked everyone 
profusely and left as he had another meeting to attend….

The design team too walked away with an overall feeling of positivity, knowing 
that they had taken the first step towards definite change. 


