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“Management Learning’s from Dabbawala”

INTRODUCTION

Mumbai the city that never stops has gained its recognition because the people
of this city are always in a rush to get somewhere mostly to their offices/
workplace, most of the people leave their houses early in the morning which
makes it difficult for them to carry a home cooked meal in a tiffin along with
them to the office, this is not just an issue faced by the people of Mumbai today
but since the late 1800°s, when a Parsi banker wanted to have home cooked
food but had to leave early and that is when he employed a person to bring him
home made food to his site of work from his home. His colleagues liked this
idea as well and decided to avail this service as well, and thus began the journey
of the Mumbai Dabbawalas which became a tradition of over 133 years.

The Dabbawala system was started by Hon. Mahadu Havaji Bache with a
handful of 35 Dabbawalas in the year 1890. He gave the opportunity to the less
fortunate farmers from remote villages around Mumbai and migrated them to
Mumbai to work as Dabbawalas and helped them settle in Mumbai.

The Dabbawalas are driven by strong beliefs, dedication, commitment, and
business ethics who believe that Annadan is Mahadan. The Dabbawalas
currently possess the strength of 5000 people and are stronger than ever. With
almost 85% of them being illiterate the Dabbawalas have an astonishing error
rate of 1 in 16 million transactions.

The total area covered by Dabbawalas is approximately 60 to 70 kms each day
and this includes almost 4,00,000 tiffin transactions everyday from home to
office and office to home and all the tiffin boxes are picked up from the homes
and delivered before 12:30 pm and then picked up from the offices and then
delivered to the homes of the people even before they reach their home.

MANAGEMENT PRINCIPLES EMPLOYED BY DABBAWALAS

The Mumbai Dabbawalas employs a mix of simple, decentralized, and
standardized management principles to achieve remarkable reliability and
efficiency. Their success demonstrates how effective logistics and operations
can be managed with a good blend of traditional practices and innovative
approaches. Despite their relatively low-tech approach, their systems reflect a
high degree of organizational effectiveness.



These are some key management principles employed by Dabbawalas:

1. Efficiency through Simplicity:

Minimal Technology: The Dabbawalas use a manual system that is easy
to implement and manage, instead of relying on advanced technology.
This approach reduces the likelihood of technical failures and keeps
operations straightforward.

Streamlined Processes: The Dabbawala system relies on a simple yet
highly eftective process. Each dabba is marked with a unique code that
includes symbols, numbers, and colours representing the pickup and
delivery locations. This simplicity ensures minimal errors and efficient
sorting and delivery.

2. Standardization and Consistency:

Training and Protocols: New Dabbawalas undergo rigorous training to
ensure they understand and adhere to the standard operating procedures.
This training ensures uniformity in service and reduces errors. Most of
these new Dabbawalas are sons and relatives of already existing
Dabbawalas who are trying to carry on their legacy.

Uniform Procedures: The dabbawalas follow standardized procedures for
sorting, collecting, and delivering dabbas. This consistency ensures that
the service quality remains high and predictable.

3. Decentralized Operations:

Local Teams: The dabbawalas operate in localized teams or units, each
responsible for specific areas. This decentralization helps in managing
logistics more effectively and allows for quick problem resolution. It is
also a flat organisation which helps them in making quick decisions in
troubled situations.

Autonomy: Each team has a degree of autonomy, which allows them to
adapt to local conditions and optimize their processes. This decentralized
approach supports flexibility and responsiveness.

4. Effective Communication:

Visual Cues: The use of visual markers and codes reduces the likelihood
of misunderstandings and errors, facilitating smoother operations.

Code System: The dabbawala system uses a sophisticated code system
involving colours, symbols, and numbers. This allows for clear
communication regarding the pickup and delivery points without relying
on written addresses.



5. Quality Control:

e Error Rate: The dabbawalas boast an extremely low error rate, often cited
as one error in every six to eight million deliveries. This exceptional
quality control is achieved through rigorous adherence to processes and
frequent checks.

e Feedback Mechanism: The dabbawalas often receive feedback directly
from customers, allowing them to quickly address and rectify any issues.
This customer feedback loop helps in maintaining high service standards.

6. Teamwork and Collaboration:

e (Cohesive Work Environment: The dabbawalas work as a tightly knit
team, with each member relying on others for successful operations.
Effective teamwork ensures that each component of the delivery process
functions smoothly.

e Shared Goals: The focus on shared goals and collective success helps in
fostering a strong sense of camaraderie and mutual responsibility among
team members.

7. Customer Centric Approach:

e Personal Touch: The dabbawalas provide a personalized service, ensuring
that each dabba reaches the correct individual at their workplace. This
personal touch enhances customer satisfaction and loyalty.

e Reliability: The reliability of the dabbawala service builds trust with
customers, who rely on it daily for their meals.

VISION AHEAD

The Mumbai Dabbawalas is an all-male organisation which is trying to
incorporate more female members into its organisation as it believes in equality
and also in order to promote its home cooked food agenda it can also open its
own cloud kitchen run by women that provides food to people staying as
paying guests or on rental basis in Mumbai who are in need for home cooked
food and in need for a good meal which can be delivered by the dabbawalas on
time also include electric bikes in the delivery system so that it becomes
convenient for the dabbawalas as well.

CONCLUSION



In a rapidly changing world, the dabbawalas remain a symbol of enduring
efficiency and community spirit, proving that time-tested methods and a strong
sense of purpose can continue to thrive alongside technological advancements.
Their legacy is not just in their logistical prowess but also in their ability to
sustain a vital aspect of Mumbai’s food culture, bridging the gap between
home-cooked comfort and bustling city life.



