
The next frontier

India’s fintech revolution must move beyond payments towards credit. Since the 
implementation of the merchant discount rate (MDR) on transactions on the Uni-
fied Payments Interface (UPI) platform will provide fintech firms greater visibility 
of revenue, they should invest in broadening their offers and work on greater fi-
nancial inclusion. Speaking at the Global Fintech Fest last week, Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi also called for the next phase of fintech to expand credit, particu-
larly by using digital-transaction histories to understand the needs of very small 
businesses. A day later, NITI Aayog Vice-Chairman Ashok Lahiri argued that the 
rich transaction data generated by UPI could improve credit appraisal and risk 
pricing, helping bring firms in the informal sector and micro, small and medium 
enterprises (MSMEs) into the formal credit system. The scale of the underlying 
payment network can make this possible. In August, UPI processed 24.51 billion 
transactions, worth ~29.82 trillion, with volumes rising about 22 per cent year-on-
year. UPI’s growing use by consumers and businesses is generating an extensive 
digital record of economic activities, which could potentially help lenders assess 
borrowers who remain poorly served by conventional credit systems. 

The problem is particularly acute for small businesses. A shop may have no 
audited accounts, substantial collateral or a long credit history, yet receive regu-
lar digital payments. Such transaction trails can provide information on turn-
over, frequency, seasonality, and cash-flow stability. Better information can 
reduce information asymmetry, allow more accurate risk assessment, and enable 
lenders to price risk more appropriately. The opportunity is substantial. MSME 
credit penetration remains low, at around 14 per cent, according to an estimate 
by Deloitte. The constraint is not simply a lack of demand. Insufficient traditional 
data, limited collateral, and the high cost of servicing small-value loans continue 
to discourage formal lending. 

This is where Unified Lending Interface (ULI) could complement UPI. Devel-
oped by the Reserve Bank  Innovation Hub, ULI is intended to enable the consent-
based flow of financial and non-financial information from multiple data 
providers to lenders. Instead of relying predominantly on bureau scores, income 
statements and collateral, lenders could potentially use verified information such 
as land records, asset ownership and other financial data, alongside transaction 
histories. The potential gain is not merely faster loan processing. A better informa-
tion architecture could make smaller borrowers more bankable and reduce the 
cost of extending credit in areas where conventional appraisal is expensive. 

There are, however, important limits. A UPI receipt is evidence of a financial 
flow, not necessarily of income or profit. It says little by itself about costs, margins, 
liabilities or cash transactions. Alternative data must, therefore, supplement, 
rather than replace, sound credit appraisal. Nor should a weak digital footprint be-
come a new reason to exclude borrowers who continue to transact in cash. There 
is also a governance challenge. Reserve Bank of India Governor Sanjay Malhotra 
has rightly said that fintech companies treat customer data as a “fiduciary respon-
sibility” rather than a business asset. ULI and data-driven lending will require con-
sent, privacy protection, interoperability and safeguards against discriminatory 
or opaque algorithms. The objective should be to create a secure architecture that 
leads to inclusion in the formal financial system.

Rules beyond borders

The People’s Republic of China has long asserted that it does not intend to disrupt 
the rule-based order in the course of its rise to great-power status. Several recent 
developments indicate, however, that it has a view of its new status, which en-
compasses its right to exert judicial authority beyond its boundaries. This marks 
both a consequential change in the operating environment for global businesses 
and a new challenge to both the United States (US) and the broader international 
order. In a recent series of laws, the Chinese government has sought to target com-
panies’ global operations, using a deliberately broad set of definitions for law-
breaking. Some of these directly penalise companies for complying with other 
countries’ existing laws. Others are clearly retributive, targeting companies that 
have themselves followed other countries’ sanctions on China. Yet others deal with 
fomenting “ethnic discord”, deliberately vague — but probably including those 
that comply with Western regulations meant to minimise the oppression of the 
Uyghur minority in Xinjiang province, among others. It is one thing to have such 
laws on the books; it is quite another to actually implement them. But a recent pro-
hibition order that was directed at compliance with US sanctions indicates that 
some in the Chinese Communist Party’s hierarchy intend at least to try.  

Beijing would no doubt point to the rash of extraterritorial orders and laws that 
have emerged from both the European Union (EU) and the US — covering a range 
of issues from corruption and bribery to geopolitical sanctions — as justification 
for its own efforts. However, given that it has also condemned such actions in the 
past, its new-found love for these measures tends to undermine its claims that it 
will be a more responsible steward of the global order than the West is. The truth 
is that it has introduced such laws simply because now it has the power to do so, 
and in response to the growing salience of US-China competition in every field, 
particularly in new and emerging technology. It may also be a shot across the bows 
of Brussels, which is just going through the process of working out how it could 
conceivably react to Beijing’s economic coercion. The EU’s companies — many of 
which still depend upon supply chains that pass through the mainland’s vast 
manufacturing complex — are reminded that they have a great deal to lose if their 
governments unload their famed anti-coercion “bazooka” on China.  

What is clear is that, for most companies, the existence of a Chinese supply 
chain takes on new risks. Compliance will have to factor in board-level decisions 
about future strategy. As far as Beijing is concerned, forcing companies to develop 
multiple and distinct supply chains is not a problem; indeed, it is stated policy, the 
famous “dual circulation” theory. For New Delhi, this should serve as another rem-
inder that the breakdown of the multilateral order — particularly the World Trade 
Organization, which is supposed to be the location where trade disputes are settled 
— is a material threat to its ambitions. It must put greater effort into repairing this 
architecture than it has so far. 

Beijing has started making laws for the world

Digital-payment trail can improve risk assessment for lending

In January 2019, State Bank of India (SBI) did some-
thing few expected from India’s largest lender in its 
own marquee insolvency case. It put its entire ₹15,431 
crore Essar Steel exposure up for sale. The insolvency 
process had run 540 days with no end in sight. “There 
is a time value for money,” SBI’s then chairman, 
Rajnish Kumar, explained. “Every day it is costing 
lenders ₹17 crore, and my share is nearly 25-30 per 
cent. So we don’t want to wait indefinitely.”  

The irony is hard to miss. Ten months later, the 
Essar saga finally ended. Lenders received about 
₹42,000 crore, roughly 85 per cent of their claims, or 
about 276 per cent of liquidation 
value. Patience paid. But it took an 
extraordinarily long time to discover 
that it would. That is the dilemma 
India’s insolvency system has 
struggled to resolve: What does wait-
ing cost today, and what might wait-
ing return tomorrow? 

About a decade after the Insol-
vency and Bankruptcy Code (IBC) 
came into force, banks appear to have 
answered that question for them-
selves. Increasingly, when faced with 
a stressed borrower, the question is 
no longer whether to invoke the IBC. It is becoming: Koi 
aur tareeka batao — show me another way. 

The numbers tell a troubling story. Corporate insol-
vency admissions fell to 668 in 2025-26, against 1,992 in 
2019-20, the year before Covid. That is a fall of 66 per 
cent. The increase in the default threshold from ₹1 lakh 
to ₹1 crore is one possible explanation. But it cannot 
fully explain the decline. Applications by financial 
creditors, whose claims are generally much larger than 
the threshold, have also fallen substantially. 

Another explanation is that the ecosystem is de-
voting more effort to closing processes that have ma-
tured to an outcome, whether by withdrawal, appeal, 

resolution plan or liquidation. Yet, such closures fell 
from 1,237 in 2019-20 to 709 in 2025-26, a decline of 
about 43 per cent.  

And there is still a substantial stock of unresolved 
work. The Supreme Court recently flagged 363 resol-
ution plans pending before the adjudicating authority 
for approval, some for as long as four years. This es-
tablishes that the system is taking in fewer cases and 
closing fewer cases. (See table) 

More troubling is how long those cases take. Dur-
ing April-June 2026, a corporate insolvency resol-
ution process that ended in approval of a resolution 

plan took, on average, 1,026 days, 
nearly three years. Among the 69 
cases in the quarter, seven took 
more than six years.  

The next stage, the liquidation 
process, is no better. Cases that 
ended in a liquidation order took an 
average of 897 days. The liquidation 
process itself took another 1,378 days 
on average. The combined journey is 
2,275 days, more than six years from 
the insolvency commencement date 
to dissolution. Of the 31 companies 
liquidated during the quarter, the 

liquidation process alone took more than six years.  
These are averages. A creditor cannot assume that 

its case will take the average time; it has to price the tail. 
The longest resolution-plan process in the quarter took 
2,722 days, while the longest liquidation process took 
2,995 days. Admission, resolution, litigation, liquidation 
and dissolution can together consume many years.  

That changes behaviour. In insolvency, time is  
value. A company in distress is not a bottle of wine im-
proving with age. Working capital dries up, customers 
leave, employees depart, suppliers tighten terms, 
licences and contracts become uncertain, and pro-
ductive assets deteriorate. Every additional month in 

an unresolved process can destroy enterprise value.  
The data on realisation tells the same story. The in-

terquartile mean of realisation by creditors from res-
olution plans, measured against liquidation value, 
declined from 158 per cent in 2017-18 to 130 per cent 
in 2025-26. This does not mean that the IBC has ceased 
to deliver value. It means that time is eating into the 
value that the process is designed to preserve. 

Meanwhile, banks are not sitting idle. The banking 
system has cleaned up its balance sheets substan-
tially. Section 29A has restricted the return of many 
defaulting promoters through the resolution process. 
Asset reconstruction companies are acquiring 
stressed loans at scale. Growing private credit and ne-
gotiated restructuring now provide viable businesses 
with alternatives to formal insolvency.  

That may be good for the economy. It also means 
that the cases reaching the IBC are increasingly those 
for which other avenues have failed, or where stake-
holders believe the formal process offers the best re-
maining option. If those cases then enter a process 
that can take years, the economics of choosing the IBC 
become less attractive. 

None of this calls for tearing up the IBC. The recent 
amendments, including measures aimed at faster ad-
mission and a creditor-led resolution route outside 
the conventional Corporate Insolvency Resolution 
Process (CIRP) architecture, recognise the problem. 
But legislation by itself cannot close the gap. The en-
tire ecosystem must change. 

Banks need to recognise distress earlier and esca-
late rather than spend quarters negotiating while 
value erodes. Creditors’ committees must make 
commercial decisions in weeks, not months. Resol-
ution professionals must be assessed on both value 
maximisation and time management. The adjudi-
cating authority needs substantially greater judicial 
and administrative capacity. Appeals and litigation 
must not become a parallel business model. Most 
importantly, the system must measure itself differ-
ently. It should ask how much enterprise value sur-
vived the process, and how long it took to realise it. 

If lenders quietly stop choosing the IBC, not be-
cause they doubt its legal architecture, but because 
they doubt its ability to deliver within an economically 
meaningful time, the Code may continue to look 
sound on paper while losing its place in the market. 
The time-value of money is not a banking principle 
alone; it is a test that an insolvency system must pass. 

The lesson from Essar Steel was that patience can 
pay. But patience has a price, and that price rises 
with every passing day. The real test of the Code is 
whether it can deliver its outcome before the time 
value of money and the value of the company itself 
are lost. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writers are, respectively, emeritus fellow at the 
Insolvency Law Academy, and founder chairperson 
of the Insolvency and Bankruptcy Board of India; 
and an insolvency professional and corporate 
restructuring consultant

Geopolitics is a boardroom issue
For the longest time, geopolitics was seen as some-
thing outside the boardroom. Governments and di-
plomats dealt with it. The risk team might track 
developments and flag them to management. For 
most boards, however, it was rarely on the agenda.  

That is changing. Geopolitical risk is moving up 
the board agenda, alongside cyberrisk, regulation and 
other threats that can materially affect a business. Di-
rectors are increasingly having to ask two basic ques-
tions: What is happening in the world? And what does 
it mean for our business? 

The reasons are not difficult to see. Tariffs im-
posed by the United States changed the economics of 
an export business almost overnight, while its sanc-
tions cut companies off from markets they may have 
operated in for years. The US-Iran con-
flict has shown how quickly geopolitical 
tensions can disrupt shipping routes, 
energy supplies and critical supply 
chains. Technology controls can restrict 
access to important components and 
equipment. Regulations in one market 
can also alter the economics of an in-
vestment elsewhere. 

The European Union’s Carbon 
Border Adjustment Mechanism (CBAM) 
is one example. It puts a carbon cost on 
imports of products such as steel, alu-
minium, cement and fertilisers. For In-
dian exporters, the carbon intensity of 
production can increasingly affect their 
competitiveness in Europe. 

These examples also show that geopolitical risk is 
not just about wars, sanctions or military conflict. A 
regulatory or climate-policy change in another country 
can affect the value of an investment or the viability of 
a business. Companies investing across borders, in-
cluding into India, have already learnt this lesson. 

The question for boards, therefore, is no longer 
whether a geopolitical event will occur. It is where the 
company is exposed when it does. And this requires 
a different approach to risk oversight. 

Boards need to understand a company’s critical 
dependencies — on countries, suppliers, customers, 
technology, raw materials and logistics routes. More 

importantly, they need to know where concentra-
tion creates vulnerability and how quickly alter-
natives can be found. 

This means moving beyond monitoring to scen-
ario planning. What happens if a key supplier be-
comes inaccessible? What if a major shipping route is 
disrupted? What if tariffs rise sharply? What if sanc-
tions affect an important customer or market? 

These are no longer hypothetical questions. 
Scenario planning is not about predicting the fu-

ture. Its purpose is to understand the consequences 
of different scenarios and decide beforehand what the 
company can do. 

That could mean diversifying suppliers, maintain-
ing alternative manufacturing capacity, holding criti-

cal inventories or having clear crisis 
protocols. None of these measures 
comes free. Resilience usually has a cost. 
The question is whether that cost is jus-
tified by the vulnerability it addresses. 

There is another complication. Geo-
political events can move much faster 
than traditional board processes. By the 
time an issue comes formally before the 
board, the window to respond may al-
ready have narrowed. This makes the 
quality and timeliness of management 
information particularly important. 
Boards need reporting that identifies 
emerging risks and not just reports what 

has already happened. This also changes 
what directors should ask management. 

It is not enough to ask whether geopolitical risks are 
being monitored. Directors need to understand the 
company’s exposure, the assumptions behind its strat-
egy, and how resilient the business would be if those 
assumptions changed. 

For Indian companies, the issue is becoming more 
relevant as well. India is increasingly integrated into 
global supply chains and is seeking to become a larger 
manufacturing and investment destination. That cre-
ates significant opportunities, but it also brings greater 
exposure to trade tensions, technology restrictions, 
shifting supply chains and changes in global alliances. 

In the current context, Indian boards are asking 

three questions: How often does the board discuss 
geopolitical risks? Which board committee has pri-
mary oversight? And how does the board stay in-
formed about geopolitical developments that could 
affect the business? 

Separate board surveys by EY and Deloitte, 
among others, suggest that geopolitical risk remains 
under-discussed, with only about a third of boards 
reviewing it more than once a year. Increasingly, 
boards are calling for more frequent reviews, includ-
ing quarterly discussions. 

There are also differences in how boards organise 
oversight over geopolitics. Large-cap and mid-cap 
companies are broadly similar in assigning primary 
responsibility to the full board. At the committee 
level, however, mid-cap companies rely more heavily 
on the audit committee, while large-cap companies 
are more likely to distribute the discussion across sev-
eral committees. 

How boards educate themselves is equally impor-
tant. Internal updates and deep-dive sessions remain 
the main sources of information. Larger companies 
are more likely to supplement these with external ad-
visers and subject-matter experts. Periodic briefings 
and scenario exercises can help directors understand 
not just what is happening, but how different devel-
opments could affect the business. 

The board does not need to become an expert in 
geopolitics. Its job is to make sure geopolitical devel-
opments are translated into business consequences: 
What does a conflict mean for the supply chain? What 
does a tariff mean for margins? What does a sanctions 
regime mean for customers? What does a change in 
regulation mean for an overseas investment? These 
questions increasingly belong in the boardroom, 
alongside capital allocation, strategy, succession plan-
ning, and risk appetite. 

Boards cannot control geopolitical events. They 
can, however, determine whether the company under-
stands where it is vulnerable, has tested its response 
and is prepared to act when circumstances change. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The writer is with Institutional Investors Advisory 
Services, a Sebi registered proxy advisory firm.  
The views are personal. @AmitTandon_In 

I had a wonderful history teacher at 
school (Vidya Mandir High School, 
Mylapore, Madras). It was always fun to 
get him to go outside syllabus and tell us 
a story. And he could tell a story like very 
few others I have met. R Srinivasan, or 
RS, as he was called, could keep a class of 
30 students spellbound. I still remember 
a story he told us about a Roman slave 
who had a secret message tattooed on 
his head, which he protected on pain of 

death. His only statement to those who 
asked was, “Sir, shave my head”. No one 
took him seriously till he reached his 
intended destination, where the noble 
lord figured out the message and shaved 
his head to find out what was hidden 
below. As I searched for the origin of this 
story, I realised this may have just been 
one of RS’ own tales. 

The Story Map by Sandeep Nair took 
me on that nostalgia trip for many 
reasons and we will come to that in a bit. 
The book is riding the current boom on 
publications that teach us boring 
corporate types the benefits of telling a 
story. Most of these books borrow from 
the classic The Hero’s Journey by Joseph 
Campbell. In this case, the author has 
dived into numerous classics and more 
to tell a great story. 

The first part of the book sets the tone 

by presenting the three pillars of The 
Story Map: Soul, Body and Spirit. Soul 
answers three questions: Who is this 
story about? What do they want? What’s 
standing in their way. Body answers the 
questions: What shape will the story 
take? How do you create tension? How 
do you build connection? Spirit answers 
the final set of questions: Who are you 
talking to? What should they feel? Where 
and how are you telling it? 

The author explains that every story 
in the business context has to have a 
mission to fulfill. And there could be 
seven missions: Convince, lead, explain, 
connect, motivate, honour or repair. In a 
corporate setting, we are occasionally 
trying to convince someone, or we are 
trying to lead (our team, our associates) 
and so on. 

The book, or should I say the story, 

gathers momentum from Part 
II, where the author takes us 
into his concept of the “Soul”. 
He explains that there are nine 
dimensions that drive your 
character’s energy: Challenger, 
builder, bridge, innocent, 
transformer, guardian, seeker, 
guide and everyman (shades of 
the Jungian 12 archetypes). 
Each is explained wonderfully 
well with examples. 

Part III of the book looks at 
the Body of the story. We 
meet Campbell’s The Hero’s 
Journey here; but there are 
eight more structures that are 
presented: Problem-solution; 
before-after-bridge; three act 
structure; inverted pyramid; 
case study narrative; story 
spine; nested looks and petal 
structure. Each is illustrated with vivid 
examples. The next two chapters look at 
other aspects of the Body such as 

tension and movement 
tactics, and connection and 
resonance tactics. 

Part IV of the book is about 
the Spirit of the Story Map. 
Who is the audience and what 
do they care about? The next 
chapter presents 12 emotional 
drivers that include curiosity, 
urgency, surprise and so on. 
The section on Spirit ends 
with a chapter on context and 
medium: Importance of 
reading the room because the 
room always wins. 

There is also caution 
against spinning stories based 
on specious facts. Tell stories 
but don’t embellish it with 
lies, the author cautions. 

What is wonderful about 
the book is that it is full of little 

stories. Some are from Sandeep Nair’s 
own illustrious career across companies 
like Reckitt Benckiser, Procter & Gamble, 

and Tata Group. There are also so many 
stories drawn from business leaders, 
politicians, economists and more. Little 
illustrations or doodles add to the fun.   

This is a book that all young and not-
so-young business leaders will find 
useful. They can take the learning from 
the book and apply it in their day to day 
life. And if one technique does not land 
well, you can go back and look for 
another. There are many good ideas in 
this little book waiting for you to dip into 
— be it a presentation to your internal 
team or to a potential investor or your 
board or to a large industry gathering, 
you can get them to say “yes” or cheer 
you loudly if you can present your case in 
a story format. Chances are that you will 
go back to this multiple times to become 
a better creator and teller of stories. 
vvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvvv 
The reviewer is a best-selling author 
of 12 books. His latest is the special 
tenth anniversary edition of Nawabs, 
Nudes, Noodles

Storytelling for the corporate world
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When patience stops paying

illustration: binay sinha

The IBC’s long wait is driving creditors elsewhere

THE  
OCCASIONAL 
ASIDE 
amit tandon  

m s sahoo & sanjeev pandey

A troubling decline in IBC cases 
n 2019-20    n 2025-26

Source: IBBI Newsletter-April-June 2026

Waiting time for resolutions (in days) 
n Average time    n Longest 

Admission
1,992

668

709

1,026

2,722

1,378
2,995

Closures

Resolution 
process 

Liquidation 
process

1,237
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