
L
ike most Indians, you probably 
have your excuses for not haul-
ing yourself to the gym—you 
don’t know where it is; the train-
ers aren’t trained; gymming 

doesn’t work for your body type; our 
carbs-infused food negates all the hard 
work and pain; and finally, it’s boring. 
Fitness bands are faddish. Running is bad 
on the knees. And the diets aren’t burning 
the pounds. Yoga? Maybe. But where?

You are in the majority. And yet, interest 
in health and fitness is at its peak in India, 
at least in the large cities. This is evident 
in the increasing number of people hitting 
the gyms, although as per estimates only 
1.5% of urban Indians have access to any 
kind of fitness centre. According to invest-
ment banking platform SMERGERS, the 
fitness industry in India is worth Rs 4,500 
crore and expected to reach Rs 7,000 crore 
by the end of this year.

“Fitness and wellness are extremely 
under-addressed in this country as com-
pared to post-diagnosis treatment facili-
ties,” said K Ganesh, partner at startup 
factory GrowthStory. “While offline 
gyms will continue to grow, digital fitness 
startups have a huge future because these 
solutions can be highly personalised to 
the needs of individual consumers such 
as offering a uniquely tailored diet plan, 
fitness goal-tracking and counselling 
services.”

In the United States, the penetration of 
health clubs increased to about 18% of the 
population in 2010 from about 2% in the 
1980s before declining as fitness apps such 
as MyFitnessPal, Runkeepers and Nike 
+Run Club began dominating the market.

In India, “barely 0.04% Indians go the 
gym,” said a senior executive at fitness 
chain Talwalkars that has partnered 
with startup GrowFitter to bring in more 
members. Such “startups are opening up 
new markets and bringing more people to 
the gym.”

GrowFitter is a machine learning-
powered platform that directs its users to 
multiple fitness options including yoga 
centres, dance studios and kickboxing 
sessions. The firm, which raised $600,000 
from SQue Capital in June, also auto-
mates daily tasks for fitness centres and is 
employing machine language to develop a 
fitness recommendation system for users.

Artificial intelligence and machine 
learning have enabled multiple fitness 
startups evolve into sophisticated full-
stack digital companies from simplistic 
beginnings when they offered feature for 
tracking run time or counting calories.

For HealthifyMe, which is backed by 
multiple marquee investors including 
IDG Ventures India, Inventus Capital and 
Blume Ventures, the journey began in 
2012 with a do-it-yourself calorie-tracking 
app. The health app has since evolved 
to include gamification features and 
WhatsApp-like groups to motivate users. 
Members can connect with others having 
similar fitness goals in a digital club-like 
setup that ranks them on a leaderboard. 
They can also hire nutritionists and fit-
ness trainers through the app.

There’s more to it. HealthifyMe’s artifi-

cial intelligence solution, Jaarvis, allows 
users to speak into the phone or type in 
what they have eaten and then translates 
the ingested meal into protein, fats, fibres 
and carbohydrates. It tells them if that 
meal wasn’t right and what they could 
consider eating next.

There are other ways to know if that 
dosa is good to bite. GrowFit’s working on 
adding features to its app that will allow 
users to click a picture of what they plan to 
eat and get a recommendation on whether 
it is compliant with their diet strategy. 
What the app can do now, among other 
things, is study user data such as body 
mass index to recommend a diet plan. It 
has recommended diet charts to more 
than 30,000 people so far.

“We have more than 80% success rate of 
people being able to achieve their health 
goals such as weight loss or for managing 
medical conditions like diabetes, skin and 
hair issues, or increasing their running 
performance through the app,” said CEO 
Jyotsna Pattabiraman.

GrowFit, backed by GrowthStory, is now 

working towards helping users with con-
ditions such as infertility and thyroid as 
well. How does AI make fitness startups 
more scalable? Subscribing to the theory 
that for most digital solutions, only assist-
ed models and not do-it-yourself models 
work in India, these startups allow paid 
memberships for users to hire personal 
coaches and other experts. These coaches, 
mostly hired as full-time employees, are 
guided by artificial intelligence on how to 
advise clients.

“The other option for us was to have 
trainers looking at all data on clients and 
think about what to advise them or how 
to engage clients everyday. But our AI 

solution, Jaarvis, takes care of the task of 
screening data and gives suggestions to 
trainers to, say, call a client and congratu-
late her on healthy snacking habits,” said 
Tushar Vashisht, CEO of HealthifyMe, 
which has more 3 million users. Because 
of Jaarvis, the startup has been able to 
grow four times in terms of number of cli-
ents handled by each nutritionist. Earlier, 
each coach was able to handle only 50 
clients, as compared to 200 now.

While there are challenges in sourcing 
top coaches and retaining them, Ritu Soni 
Srivastava, CEO at weight-loss coaching 
app Obino, says, “The game now is to 
improve productivity. We don’t want to 
scale beyond 30 coaches right now since 
the idea is not to run a BPO of a thousand 
coaches.” Manually, a coach will spend at 
least 20 minutes on a call understanding 
a customer’s profile and requirements. 
He will need another 45 minutes to chart 
a detailed meal plan for the customer. 
Obino’s artificial intelligence engine is 
at work when the coach is on call with the 
customer, extracting and analysing the 
information on the fly. That way, at the 
press of a button post the call, the system 
can convert the information into a super 
personalised meal plan.

Getting users to pay for such personal-
ized service is not a challenge, say start-
ups, since hiring a coach for as low as Rs 
500 a month justifies the time and effort 
the experts put into a customer’s fitness 
regime.

“These firms are very young… (and) 
have shortly started monetizing, which 
is a validation that the model is accept-
able in the market,” said an executive 
at US-based venture firm RoundGlass 
Partners, which has invested in fitness 
startups Gympik, Fitpass, ZooZooBE and 
Obino.

As per data from startup tracker 
Tracxn, venture capital investments in 
domestic fitness startups increased 
sharply to $35.9 million in 2016 from 
$16.1 million in 2015, with 28 fit-
ness startups receiving funds 
in the last 2.5 years.

One of the things domestic 
fitness startups have learned 
the hard way is that while in evolved 
markets such as the United States digital 
solutions are automation-driven, Indian 
customers prefer the assisted-sales mod-
el. One big challenge for these startups, 
hence, has been to create good sales teams 

for assisting with purchases on call and 
addressing in-bound leads. “We have seen 
that behind the digital facade, if there is 
a human layer then people’s willingness 
to pay goes up,” said Rutvik Doshi, direc-
tor at venture firm Inventus Capital, an 
investor in HealthifyMe.

Several startups are going after the 
business-business-consumer model, part-
nering with hospitals, pharma companies 
and insurance firms and depending on 
them to recommend their apps to their 
customers. “The game is getting tricky for 
us in how to engage and retain an inher-
ently suspicious customer who comes to 
the app wondering if he would be able to 
achieve his health goals or not… The key 
metric for us is if we are able to move a 
customer’s health parameter or outcomes 
in the first 15 days, he will stay for the next 
3-6 months,” said Srivastava of Obino.

The key for digital fitness startups, 
experts believe, will be to master high-
quality coaching and standardising that 
experience for customers. There are no 
celebrity coaches like in the West and 
Indian customers do not need that. They 
want the comfort of a brand that can take 
care of their needs and grievances.

“Fitness as yet is a good-to-have solu-
tion for most Indians,” said Ganesh of 
GrowthStory. “Therefore, for startups, 
a major challenge will be to keep the 
motivation level high and making peo-
ple stick to the programme while also 
converting free customers into paying 
ones.”
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This firm offers 
nutrition and dietary 
supplements, chemical-
free cosmetics and 
beauty products    

Payal.Ganguly@timesgroup.com

Bengaluru: Starting out with a ca-
reer in affiliate and digital market-
ing of products in the fast-moving 
consumable goods and wellness 
space, the four founders of Fit & 
Glow Healthcare have come a long 
way. From an initial offering of nu-
trition and dietary supplements, the 
company now has three gentle care 
and chemical-free brands of cosmet-
ics and beauty products, retailed 
mostly online.

Cofounder Ashwin Sokke, who 
had moved to Florida in 2009 as part 
of the digital marketing team at a 
health and beauty brand, reached 
out to his friend Manish Chowdhary 

in Bengaluru to tap into the under-
served market of health and beauty 
supplements.

“In 2013, Ashwin came to India and 
we started with trials of a weight loss 
supplement which was green coffee 
extract. It took three months for us 
to manufacture, and at one point 
we had 5,000 bottles stocked in my 
house. We ran out of it in 15 days. 
We set up Fit & Glow by 2014,” said 
Chowdhary.

The other cofounders in the com-
pany are Ashwin’s brother Arvind 
and Manish’s brother Karan 
Chowdhary.

The four-member team wanted 
to expand their portfolio from nu-

tritional supplements to paraben-, 
sulphate- and mineral oil-free cos-
metics, the demand for which is 
growing steadily in India. “It took 
us eight to nine months to formu-
late and manufacture the product, 
which we started selling by the end 
of 2016,” said Chowdhary.

Retailed as a gentle care brand, 
Wow is eco-certified and insists on 
certification for its raw material pro-
viders to ensure quality. The compa-
ny has a team of formulators based 
in Bengaluru and Miami for the 
cosmetic and dietary supplements 
business.

“Around 98% of our business is 
digital, as we know how to market 

the brand online and we make 
an effort to educate our custom-
ers on the benefits of these prod-
ucts. Also, the prices are higher 
due to the high input costs, but 
as customer behaviour moves to-
wards using chemical-free prod-
ucts, it is bound to reduce,” said 
Chowdhary.

Apart from selling on Buywow, 
the company retails its products 
through Amazon India, Flipkart 
and Nykaa. It has also started 
partnering with beauty stores 
in Mumbai and chains such as 
Westside and others through a 
shop-in-shop model.

“The Indian consumer is becom-
ing extremely discerning in their 
beauty choices. At Nykaa, we see 
an increasing number of queries 
regarding product ingredients, 
as customers are concerned about 
these products which they use dai-
ly. The strong growth of WOW on 
our platform reflects this growing 
interest in ‘gentle-care’ products, 
with their paraben- and sulphate-
free offering,” said Nihir Parikh, 
chief business officer at online 
beauty portal Nykaa.com.

Fit & Glow also owns men’s groom-
ing brand Shaving Station and 
premium brand Body Cupid in the 
gentle care segment. The company 
clocked a revenue of Rs 25 crore in 
2016-17 and expects the number to 
grow by 30% in the coming year.

Hot Startup

Fit & Glow

Deal CornerGreen Cosmetics Made Accessible

BENGALURU: Mumbai-based mobile 
gaming company Nazara Games 
has invested an undisclosed 
amount in game development stu-
dio Moong Labs.

The company had partnered with 
the studio last year to launch a 4D 
cricket game featuring Virat Kohli. 
The game play used an artificial 
intelligence-based system, creat-
ing a realistic simulation cricket 
game where the end player can 
experience playing like the Indian 
cricketer.

“The game got close to 1 million 
downloads and 4.4 star ratings 
from a majority of users, it even 
climbed up the charts to number 3 
or 4 on Google Playstore, despite it 
not being a cricket season,” Manish 
Agarwal, CEO of Nazara Games, 
told ET.

The funds raised will be used for 
augmenting the studio’s game en-
gine and developing cricket games, 
which can be globally successful, 
offering a realistic cricket simula-

tion experience, similar to what 
football fans receive through FIFA 
mobile games.

According to Agarwal, the aver-
age session time users spent on 
the game was 10 to 12 minutes 

long. “Fielding, batting, bowling, 
many of these features are very 
popular among the players who 
are most likely cricket connois-
seurs. This also gives the game an 
entry into international markets 
like South Africa and Australia,” 
Agarwal said.

Virat Super Cricket and Epic 
Cricket were the two games pub-
lished by Nazara Games through 
its partnership with Moong Labs.

“A truly immersive experience re-
quires authentic and realistic simu-
lation, and that’s what we aim to 
bring to cricket fans—if it happens 
in a real match, the user is likely 
to experience it in our game,” said 
Samit Babbar, head of mobile gam-
ing at Moong Labs.

Launched in 2013, Moong Labs 
is a Delhi-based developer and 
publishing studio of free to play 
games, focused specifically on 
cricket for smartphone and tablet 
devices.  
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FIT TO BUSINESS

Nazara Games invests in Game 
Development Studio Moong Labs

Left to Right: Founding team of Fit & Glow Ashwin Sokke, Arvind 
Sokke, Karan Chowdhary and Manish Chowdhary

Fitness is still a good-to-have solution for most Indians but a few startups are now leveraging technology 
to get people to be more conscious of healthy eating and exercising, writes Taslima Khan

Recent investments in fitness startups

If we are able to 
move a custom-
er’s health pa-
rameter or out-
comes in the first 
15 days, he will 

stay for the next 3-6 months
RITU SONI SRIVASTAVA, CEO, Obino

Our AI solution, 
Jaarvis, takes care 
of the task of 
screening data and 
gives suggestions 
to trainers to, say, 

call a client and congratulate her 
on healthy snacking habits
TUSHAR VASHISHT,
CEO, HealthifyMe

Q&A

How is India’s fitness market evolving?
The overall space is evolving at a very 
rapid pace. Ten years ago if at a popular 
running event you found 100 people, you 
will find 14,000-15,000 people participat-
ing in such events now. That is the level 
of awareness that has happened in the 
last 15 years. Extrapolate this with GDP 
growth and rising affluence and you can 
conclude why the fitness sectors is grow-
ing at a fast pace.

What advantage do digital solutions have 
over offline gyms and fitness clubs?
Digital solutions can grow at a much faster
rate since setting up gyms and health 
clubs across India will be a heavy capex 
business and can grow only city by city. 
But thanks to increasing internet penetra-
tion, digital health businesses can growth 
at a very rapid rate. HealthifyMe has cus-
tomers in 200 cities since their approach 
is different. Physical infrastructure is very
poor in India so taking time out to go to 
a gym has enough friction points than in 
Western countries.

Will we see a market leader soon in the 
digital fitness space? Are we likely to see 
consolidation?
It is yet very early for consolidation in this
space. Each of these companies will be-
come leaders in their own areas and then 
they are going to expand horizontally, as it
happened in ecommerce.

Is the digital fitness model scalable? Do 
you think people are willing to pay for 
such solutions?
Yes, it very scalable. One instructor is 
capable of assisting many more people 
than an instructor does in a gym. People 
are willing to pay. However, there is a hu-
man assistance layer that is required for 
people to be willing to pay. We have seen 
that behind the digital facade, if there is a 
human layer, then people’s willingness to 
pay goes up.

Fitness sector 
benefiting 

from rising 
awareness, 

affluence

RUTVIK DOSHI
DIRECTOR, INVENTUS CAPITAL

June
GrowthStory-backed GrowFit raised 
$4.5 million in series-A funding led by 
Manipal Education and Medical Group

Growfitter raised $600,000 in pre-
series-A funding from SQue Capital

May
Cure.fit started by Myntra cofounder 
Mukesh Bansal and Flipkart executive 
Ankit Nagori raised $3 million as a 
follow on of its Series A round from UC-
RNT Fund, a joint venture between Ratan 
Tata’s RNT Associates and the University 
of California. It had raised $15 million 
from Accel Partners, IDG Ventures and 
Kalaari Capital in July 2016.

With tech-driven in-
puts, a single coach can 
service at least four 
times more consumers

Apps helps startups 
reach more custom-
ers across multiple 
locations

Advanced tech and 
data allow startups and 
traditional fitness busi-

nesses achieve higher 
levels of engagement 
with customers

Users are willing to 
pay for tech-powered 
personalized service, 
helping startups mon-
etise faster

How artificial intelligence 
is powering fitness apps

Allows users to set, track and 
achieve personal health goals

Provides personalised recommen-
dation on fitness regimes and diet

Allows seamless assistance by 
coaches and nutrition experts

Helps users determine if their food 
intake is as per their diet plan

Guide trainers and coaches on what 
and how to advise clients

How new tech is helping 
fitness startups scale
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March
Fitso raised $200,000 from investors 
including Flipkart’s former president 
of operations Sujeet Kumar, Intelenet 
Global Services CEO Bhupender Singh, 
and PolicyBazaar CEO Yashish Dahiya via 
fundraising platform LetsVenture 

December
HealthifyMe raised $1 million from a 
Dubai-based investor. This was a follow-up 
to the $6 million it raised in series-A from 
IDG Ventures India, Inventus Capital and 
Blume Ventures earlier

While offline gyms will 
continue to grow, digital 
fitness startups have a huge 
future because these 
solutions can be highly 
personalised to the needs of 
individual consumers
K GANESH, Partner, GrowthStory
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