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T H E  P U Z Z L E

How do you give a product away to 100 million people 
and still turn a profit in 16 months?

Free
Unlimited voice, data and SMS at 

launch, voice free forever

100M
Subscribers in about 6 months, the 

fastest ever for a tech company

+504 cr
First quarterly net profit (Dec 2017), 

one quarter after a 271 cr loss

This case is the answer.



T H E  A R C  O F  T H E  C A S E

From a decade of silent capital to the world's fastest 
profit turn

1

Genesis

A decade of patient 
capital and a 4G-only 

network, built before a 

single paying customer.

2

Disruption

Free as a weapon. Voice 
free forever attacks 

incumbents where they 

cannot respond.

3

Carnage

A market of a dozen 
operators collapses to 

three. The innovator's 

dilemma in action.

4

Break-even

The precise quarter a 
free service became 

profitable, faster than 

almost any operator 

ever.

5

Platform

$20bn raised in 2020, 
then 5G, broadband, AI, 

and a 2026 IPO at up to 

$180bn.

3Reliance Jio  ·  Teaching Case



1  ·  G E N E S I S

An industry ripe for disruption

Superficially competitive, structurally complacent. A dozen operators competing on minutes, not value.
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Rs 200 
to 300
Price per GB of mobile data 
before Jio

~30%

Internet penetration, stalled 
for years

Rs ~120

Industry ARPU, flat through 
2014 to 2016

~75%

Share of industry revenue 
from voice on 2G

None of the incumbents had committed to a nationwide 4G build. Defending profitable voice revenue, they left 

the future undefended.



1  ·  G E N E S I S

A decade of patient capital, before a single paying 
customer
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2010

Acquires Infotel 
Broadband
About 4,800 cr Rs buys pan-India 

broadband spectrum across all 22 

circles. Reliance re-enters telecom.

2010 to 2016

Six-year build-out

Roughly 250,000 km of fibre and a 4G-

only, all-IP network. Voice rides over 

data, so a call costs almost nothing.

Pre-launch

Capital sunk in advance

Cumulative investment widely cited at 

20 to 30 billion US dollars, financed by 

conglomerate cash flow.

The recklessness, if that is the word, was committed quietly a decade before the disruptive price ever appeared.



2   ·   D I S R U P T I O N

Free as a weapon
Free was not a discount. It was the activation of an asset that had already been paid for, 

aimed at the one place incumbents could not strike back.



2  ·  D I S R U P T I O N

The launch: 5 September 2016
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T H E  O F F E R

• Unlimited free voice calls, to any network, anywhere in India

• Free 4G data, free SMS, zero roaming charges

• Voice abolished as a charge permanently, not just for the promo

• Paid plans later reset the market: from about Rs 149 for 1 GB a 

day

• Data price fell by more than 90 percent versus the old norm

T H E  R E S UL T

100M
subscribers in about 6 months, a world record for any tech company

187M
subscribers by March 2018, end of the first full year

215M
subscribers within 22 months of launch



2  ·  D I S R U P T I O N

The disruption engine: four interlocking 
mechanisms
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1 · The capital moat

Conglomerate cash flow funds years of deliberate losses. 

Rivals cannot match the price long enough to deny Jio 

scale.

2 · The cost of zero

Voice over an all-IP 4G network means near zero marginal 

cost. Scale improves unit economics instead of straining 

them.

3 · Ecosystem lock-in

Bundled apps, the low-cost JioPhone, and Reliance Retail 

distribution raise switching costs and keep usage inside Jio.

4 · Asymmetry

The attack lands where incumbents cannot counter 

without destroying their own voice revenue. The decisive 

mechanism.



2  ·  D I S R U P T I O N

Why the incumbents could not respond
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The incumbent

• Roughly 75% of revenue comes from voice on 2G

• Large installed base on depreciated legacy assets

• Going free on voice would destroy its own income statement

• Rational defence of the present leaves the future undefended

The disruptor

• No legacy revenue to protect, no 2G to maintain

• Voice is free forever, removing the incumbents' revenue base

• An attack the defender cannot answer without self-harm

• This is the innovator's dilemma made concrete



3  ·  C A R N A G E

A dozen operators collapse into three
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A market of roughly a dozen operators in 2014 consolidated to effectively three private players plus state-owned BSNL.

Operator Outcome after Jio

Reliance Jio Market leader; over 524 million subscribers by December 2025

Bharti Airtel Survived and adapted; absorbed Telenor India and Tata Teleservices; highest ARPU

Vodafone Idea (Vi) Defensive 2018 merger of Vodafone India and Idea; debt-laden, losing share

Aircel Filed for bankruptcy in 2018

Telenor India Exited; absorbed by Bharti Airtel

Tata Teleservices Exited consumer mobile; folded into Bharti Airtel

12 → 3



4   ·   T H E  B R E A K - E V E N  M O M E N T

Quarter ended 31 December 2017

One quarter after its only reported loss, Jio turned 

profitable.

271 cr loss

to

+504 cr profit

in a single quarter

EBITDA margin already above every incumbent.

-271

504 510

612

Sep '17 Dec '17 Mar '18 Jun '18

Source: Reliance / Jio quarterly disclosures.





5  ·  P L A T F O R M

From telecom to platform: the 2020 capital raise
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~$20bn
raised in about 4 months in 2020

13
global investors took about a third of Jio 
Platforms

Net debt free
Reliance retires the build-out debt in 2020

S e l e c t e d  i n ve s t o r s

Facebook

$5.7bn · 9.99%

Google

$4.5bn · 7.7%

PIF (Saudi)

$1.5bn

Mubadala

$1.2bn

Silver Lake, 

KKR
General Atlantic, Vista

Qualcomm, 

Intel
strategic

For context, the entire Indian startup ecosystem raised about $14.5bn in all of the previous year.



5  ·  P L A T F O R M

Second act: 5G, broadband and an AI pivot
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524M+

Subscribers by December 
2025

253M

5G subscribers; over half of all 
wireless traffic

42 GB

Data per user per month, 
among the world's highest

>50%

EBITDA margin, up from about 
38% at break-even

The AI pivot.  Reliance has pledged about $110 billion over seven years for AI infrastructure, with a new subsidiary, Reliance 

Intelligence, partnering Google and Meta. The Jio playbook again: build the infrastructure first, monetise on top.



5   ·   P L A T F O R M

The most anticipated event has not happened yet

At the August 2025 AGM, Reliance confirmed a Jio IPO by the first half of 2026.

H1 2026

Targeted IPO window

$133 to 180bn

Estimated post-listing valuation

~67%

Stake Reliance retains; early investors 

trim to about 30%

A venture that gave its product away may list at two to three times its 2020 value. The free product proved the most 

valuable thing Reliance ever sold.



T H E O R Y

Four lenses, one case
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Disruptive innovation

New-market, low-end disruption (Christensen). An 

expensive service reaches mass non-consumers on a cost 

base incumbents cannot copy while defending voice.

Value innovation

Blue ocean (Kim & Mauborgne). Cost down and buyer 

value up at the same time. Eliminate voice and roaming 

charges; multiply data.

Platform economics

The network is the entry point; the prize is an ecosystem 

with network effects, switching costs, and the data of half 

a billion users.

Capital as strategy

Patient conglomerate capital pre-builds the asset and turns 

price into a barrier. Not money wins, but money against a 

structural asymmetry.



S C O R E C A R D

Then and now
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Metric First profitable quarter (Dec 2017) Recent (FY2026)

Subscribers 160 million over 524 million

ARPU (Rs / month) about 154 about 214

EBITDA margin about 38% over 50%

5G subscribers none (pre-5G) about 253 million

Data per user about 9.7 GB / month about 42 GB / month

Valuation context first profitable year IPO target $133 to 180bn

The first profitable quarter already carried an EBITDA margin above every incumbent. The years since scaled the base and lift ed both price and margin.



F O R  D I S C U S S I O N

Questions for the room

1
Was the free launch a pricing decision or a capital allocation 

decision? Why does the distinction matter?

2
Reconstruct the Dec 2017 turn. How does profit rise while ARPU 

falls? Could a standalone operator have done it?

3
Why could incumbents not respond? Frame it through the 

innovator's dilemma.

4
Predatory pricing or consumer welfare? Build both cases. 

Where do you land, and on what principle?

5
What did global investors buy in 2020, and how did they justify 

the price during a pandemic?

6
Does the build-first, monetise-later playbook generalise to AI? 

When might it fail?
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