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IIT’s & IIM’s as Brands by S L Rao

An unqualified success of government initiative has been the world recognition of the IIT’s and IIM’s as meritocracies. An important reason is that these institutions from the outset had selection procedures that were sacrosanct and could not be interfered with by politicians, bureaucrats and other influential persons seeking to place unworthy candidates. There were independent Chairmen who respected academic freedom and would not themselves or allow others to interfere in the selection and promotion of faculty. The faculty developed their own notions of academic independence and was vigilant about encroachments. Fees were very low for many years and this encouraged candidates from all socio-economic groups to apply. The collaborations of some of the institutes with reputed international institutions reinforced the principles for keeping them merit-oriented, and not like so many others, contact-oriented. Above all, they attracted the best and the brightest among young men and women, and their interaction and competitiveness made for a challenging educational process.  

Funding by government had its down sides. For one, compensation was on packages common in government, with the maximum that could be paid even to the Director being the highest that could be paid to the worst Secretary in the Government of India. Consulting earnings were additional income. Directors of these institutions were at the beck and call of the concerned officials in the Ministry, who also closely scrutinized every item of expenditure. Capital expenditure in the IIT’s was limited and consequently, the buildings were becoming decrepit and the equipment obsolete.

In the 1990’s, with liberalization, opening of the Indian economy and the discovery of Indian brainpower by the world, foreign firms descended on India to recruit graduating students. Compensation packages offered to them shot up to astronomical levels as compared to the past. Government, which was under perennial pressure to control its deficits, stimulated these institutions to become more self-financing. Fees were raised, numbers of students admitted increased, the more enterprising approached alumni to contribute to their alma maters, and corporate and other donors were invited to establish Chairs, scholarships and donate buildings. Loans and scholarships ensured that no deserving candidate was refused admission. This effort has led to the older ones establishing substantial corpus funds. Government continues capital grants. A few still receive annual grants for current expenditures. There is ambivalence on whether government wants them to be truly autonomous.

Meanwhile, IIM’s have opened their common admission tests to other management educational institutions that they consider to be ‘good’, for a fee. This is a growing source of revenue. But the ‘good’ are not picked by any of the many objective ratings now available. Nor have IIM’s tried to improve the methodology for such ratings. 

Even the newest of the IIT’s or IIM’s are able to cash in on the image and reputation of the name. The intention is to make students and recruiters regard them as being of the same standards as the old established ones. Government is under pressure to start new IIT’s and IIM’s in different parts of India. 

With a few other engineering and management institutions having reached standards comparable to the IIT’s and IIM’s, it is time that the names IIT and IIM are copyrighted. Even existing institutes must be franchised to use the trademarks and a clear statement of the standards to be maintained by each franchisee should accompany the right to use one. A periodic, independent and objective survey should establish whether the standards are being maintained. Those who do not should be subject to the possibility, after adequate warning, of being disenfranchised. At the same time, other institutions should also be rated in the same way and those who have reached the required standards, permitted to use the appropriate label-IIT or IIM. The admission test should be common to all the institutions that have reached the required standards in the previous survey. Any demand for a new IIT or IIM by a state government should be met by the nearest IIT or IIM being asked to help establish one. The use of the name must be allowed only when it reaches the laid-down standards. 

In this way we can protect the reputation inherent in the names and enable others to join the club while maintaining standards. Existing institutes will have to be constantly on guard to maintain their standards and cannot afford to coast on the reputation conferred by the label. Government can withdraw from controlling these institutes who could have independent boards for the purpose. Except for new institutes, government can shut down fresh funding within a time frame. (765)    

