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MANAGEMENT LEARNING’S FROM DABBAWALA

About 125 years back, a Parsi banker wanted to have home cooked food in
office and gave this responsibility to the first ever Dabbawala. Many people
liked the idea and the demand for Dabba delivery soared. It was all informal and
individual effort in the beginning, but visionary Mahadeo Havaji Bachche saw
the opportunity and started the lunch delivery service in its present team-
delivery format with 100 Dabbawalas. The word ‘dabbawala’ is a composite
word, made from ‘dabba’, meaning box, and ‘wallah’, loosely translated as
carrier. Dabbawalas, sometimes known as tiffin wallahs, are essentially delivery
men, who form a vast lunchbox delivery and return system, ferrying home- and
restaurant-cooked hot lunches, known as tiffins, to India’s working

population. The boxes are collected from households in the late-morning. From
there, they are loaded onto a cart and transported to their destinations using
predominantly bikes and railways. The route of each tiffin is denoted using a
hand-painted labeling system of symbols and colours, indicating the collection
address, the train station it is destined for, and the final address of the recipient.
After lunchtime, the whole system is reversed and the tiffins are returned to the
households they were collected from in the morning. This system means that
every worker, regardless of their palette, preferences, or dietary requirements,
will be satistied with what they know and love from home. Instead of ordering a
takeaway or eating out, every customer can have a warm, fresh and homemade
meal. Beyond this, the dabbawalas work also has a religious dimension to it, as
these workers see themselves as carrying out God’s work. Coupled with the act
of giving, this produces a profession that serves God through serving humanity.
This is reflected in their slogan, “Anna daan is maha daan”, meaning “donating
food is the best charity”. This humble nature may be what makes them obsessed
with providing a great service for their customers. As each man is responsible
for his own clients, they pride themselves on customer service and
professionalism. Despite Mumbai being the commercial capital of India, and a
tech hub, the dabbawala fleet grows about 5-10% per year. Having maintained
an exemplary record of no strikes and no court cases since their inception,
Mumbai dabbawalas are amongst the top 50 entrepreneurs of the country.

The Dabbawalas' success lies in the simplicity of their operational model.
Their system, which uses color codes and symbols instead of technology, is



straightforward yet effective. This simplicity ensures that every team member,
regardless of their educational background, can understand and execute their
role efficiently. The key takeaway is that simplicity in business processes can
lead to greater efficiency, especially in environments where resources are
limited. The Dabbawalas’ method illustrates that complex problems can often be
addressed through straightforward solutions. Their coding system reduces the
likelihood of errors and streamlines the entire delivery process. By relying on a
simple, yet effective, system, the Dabbawalas demonstrate that efficiency does
not necessarily require sophisticated technology. Instead, it can be achieved
through well-thought-out processes and clear communication.

The Dabbawalas’ approach to employee empowerment is another crucial
aspect of their success. Each Dabbawala is given a significant degree of
autonomy and responsibility. They are trusted to manage their routes, handle
deliveries, and make decisions as needed. This empowerment fosters a strong
sense of ownership and accountability among the employees. Empowered
employees are more likely to take initiative and go the extra mile to ensure that
their work is done well. The Dabbawalas’ model shows that when employees
are given the freedom to make decisions and are trusted to manage their tasks,
they are more engaged and motivated. This approach not only enhances job
satisfaction but also contributes to the overall efficiency and reliability of the
system. The decentralized management structure of the Dabbawalas is another
key element of their success. Unlike many organizations with rigid hierarchies
and centralized decision-making, the Dabbawalas operate with a decentralized
approach. Each worker is responsible for a specific segment of the delivery
process, which allows flexibility and quick decision-making. This decentralized
model reduces bureaucracy and enables the organization to respond more
rapidly to changes and challenges. It also allows for a more agile operation,
where decisions can be made on the ground without needing to go through
multiple layers of management. The Dabbawalas’ success with this approach
highlights the advantages of decentralization in fostering a more responsive and
adaptive organization.

The Dabbawala system is a masterclass in teamwork. Each Dabbawala
knows their role in the delivery chain, and they work seamlessly to achieve a
common goal. Their model teaches the value of clear communication and
coordination among team members. Future businesses can learn from this to
enhance their internal collaboration, ensuring that every team member’s
contribution aligns with the organization’s objectives.Over the years, the
Dabbawalas have faced numerous challenges, including natural disasters and
changes in the urban landscape. However, they have consistently adapted to



these challenges, maintaining their service quality. This resilience and
adaptability are essential qualities for businesses in an ever-changing market
environment. Future leaders can draw inspiration from the Dabbawalas' ability
to remain flexible and resilient in the face of adversity.

A strong and cohesive organizational culture is at the heart of the
Dabbawala system. The Dabbawalas share a deep sense of purpose and
commitment to their work. They operate with a high degree of mutual respect
and collaboration, which is reinforced through their collective culture and
values.The shared culture among the Dabbawalas contributes to their high
performance and reliability. When employees are aligned with the
organization’s values and goals, they are more likely to work effectively
together and support one another. The Dabbawalas’ emphasis on a strong
organizational culture demonstrates the importance of building a unified and
motivated team to achieve operational excellence.

The Dabbawala model is highly cost-effective, relying on minimal
technology and overhead. Their approach to managing resources and operations
emphasizes that effective management does not necessarily require significant
investment in technology or infrastructure. Instead, it focuses on optimizing
existing resources and processes.

The Dabbawalas’ cost-effective model highlights the importance of
resourcefulness and efficiency in achieving operational success. Organizations
can learn from this by focusing on how to make the most of their current
resources and minimizing unnecessary expenses.Training and development play
a critical role in the Dabbawala system. New Dabbawalas undergo rigorous
training to understand the system and the importance of their role. Continuous
training ensures that the quality of service is maintained and that new
employees are quickly integrated into the system.The emphasis on training and
development highlights the importance of investing in employees’ skills and
knowledge. By providing comprehensive training and opportunities for growth,
organizations can ensure that their workforce is well-equipped to perform
effectively and adapt to new challenges.

The Dabbawalas have demonstrated remarkable resilience and adaptability
in the face of various challenges. They have successfully navigated changes in
the city’s infrastructure, as well as external events such as strikes and natural
disasters. Their ability to adapt and continue delivering their services effectively
1s a testament to their robustness as an organization.Resilience and adaptability
are crucial traits for any successful organization. The Dabbawalas’ ability to
remain effective despite changing circumstances highlights the importance of



being flexible and prepared for unforeseen challenges. Organizations can learn
from this by developing strategies to build resilience and adapt to
changing conditions.

The Mumbai Dabbawalas offer a wealth of valuable management lessons
through their remarkable system of efficiency, organization, and reliability.
Their approach to simplicity, employee empowerment, decentralized
management, strong organizational culture, continuous improvement, customer
focus, cost-effectiveness, communication channels, training and development,
and resilience provides valuable insights for businesses and managers seeking to
enhance their own operations.

By embracing these lessons, organizations can improve their efficiency, foster a
positive organizational culture, and deliver high-quality service to their
customers. The Dabbawalas’ success serves as a powerful example of how
effective management practices can lead to exceptional performance and
operational excellence. Their story is a testament to the impact of simplicity,
trust, and a shared sense of purpose in achieving remarkable results.



