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Abstract- Global supply chains are evolving into dynamic process networks in which companies connect in novel 
combinations based on the context and requirements of individual projects. This dynamic environment requires effective 
communication, team management, and constant lifecycle innovation. Human factors insights in these areas are critical for 
the effective development of global process networks.The scope of Human Resource Management today is quite limited in 
the field of supply chain management. An analysis of the Human Resources issues in the Supply Chain Management 
reveals that there is need to develop skill sets to manage evolving technologies, to overcome a common lack of awareness 
and understanding of the Supply Chain Management. The goal of this special issue is to examine the ways in which human 
resource management relates to supply chain functioning. The Indian entrepreneurs known as dabbawallas with bare 
minimum technological use have managed to achieve six sigma standards in co-ordinating the delivery of home cooked 
lunch to more than 200000 (2Lakh) customers each day. This paper highlights the ways in which the dabbawallas have 
given importance to human resource management in their supply chain management strategy and influencing them to 
exceed customer expectation in this competitive market. 
 
Keywords- Human Resource Management, Supply Chain Management, Six Sigma, Dabbawalla. 
 
 
I. INTRODUCTION 
 
If the survey is done to know the world’s most 
efficient and successful performance and supply 
chains, what will be the answer? For many, large 
corporate giants like Dell, Wal-Mart and Coca-Cola 
instantly pop into our heads. But few, if any, would 
think a cultural structure and meal delivery system in 
Mumbai, India, would be among the world’s most 
successful performance chains. And yet, a system 
based on barefoot men, public trains and simple, 
reusable containers in a city of some 12.5 million 
people is widely regarded as one of the top 
performance chains in the world.In fact, the 125-
year-old industry using dabbawalas was recognized 
at the six sigma level by Forbes in 2002. More than 
175,000 lunches are moved and delivered each day 
by an estimated 4,500 to 5,000 dabbawalas across 
Mumbai. What’s more impressive is that according to 
a recent survey, dabbawalas make less than one 
mistake in every 6 million deliveries. Now that’s 
efficiency.So, what are these dabbawalas doing so 
right? What can larger organizations with many more 
resources learn from this simplistic system? 
 
1.1. About dabbawallas: The Dabbawala community 
has about 5000 people working with them. These 
Dabbawalas deliver lunch boxes for about 2 lakh 
people at their work places on time. The work 
doesn’t end here. They also carry the empty lunch 
boxes back to the homes of the customers. The 
unbelievable part is they make only one mistake in 
sixteen million transactions and have been 
consistently good at it for all the time of their 
operations. This credibility earned them a six sigma 

designation by the Forbes magazine and ISO 9001 
accreditation. The three main reasons for their 
success are as follows; 
 
i. Supply Chain Management: Surprisingly there is 
no use of Information systems or technology for their 
Supply chain side. A rigorous level of practice over 
the years has led to the unwritten steps to follow for 
accurate supply chain management and time 
precision. There are about 40000 transactions 
(delivery and return) of lunch boxes taking place 
daily. The figure below shows their Supply chain 
model. 
 

 
Fig. 1:  Supply chain model of Dabbawaalas 

 
 Dabbawalas use cycles or go by foot to every 

household. The waiting time to collect a lunch 
box is maximum 2 minutes 

 Every Dabbawala has to assemble at his/her 
reported collection point at sharp 9.30 am 

 From these collection points they assemble at 
the nearest railway station which is the 
Aggregation point 
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 The next mode of transport is the trains where 
the carriers containing lunch boxes are 
transported to the destination railway stations 

 From every Destination station the dabbas are 
carried over carts, cycles and carriers to the 
destination zones which are given a specific 
number 

 From these zones, the lunch boxes are carried to 
the offices or workplaces which reach by 
lunchtime 

 From here the reverse process of delivering the 
empty lunch boxes back to homes starts 

 All through the above process, there is no slack 
at any point of time 

 Traffic Jams, pedestrians, delays in train and 
signals do not stop the functioning. The 
trademark white cap wore by these Dabbawalas 
are known to everyone including the police who 
don’t interfere in their process 

ii. Coding System: Coding System is meticulously 
followed in order to avoid any mistakes involving 
interchange of lunch boxes, that is, wrong Tiffin box 
reaching the customer.As given in the below 
diagram, the Coding system can be explained as 
follows 
               

 
Fig. 2:  Coding system and stations 

 
 BVI: Borivali, a suburb in Mumbai. This denotes 

the residential station 
 9 RC 14: Code for Dabbawalas at destination. 

This user code is different for each customer 
 RC: Raheja Chambers, name of a building or 

office   
 14: Floor Number 
 E: Code for Dabbawala at Destination station. 

For example, E is a code for Nariman Point, 
Churchgate 
 Jain: Name/Surname of the customer 

iii. Employees: All the employees or Dabbawalas are 
the stakeholders in this organization. This is the 
source of their motivation. Most of the employees are 
illiterate and rest is school dropouts. However they 
are literate enough to understand the codes and 
comprehend which lunch box belongs where. They 
are given basic idea about writing the alphabets and 
numbers on the boxes on joining the organization. 
Every Dabbawala takes about 3 hours for completing 
his assignment and has to cover 60-70 km on foot, 
carts, cycles and carriers combined. Alcohol 

consumption is strictly avoided during work hours. 
The employees’ monthly salary is about Rs.6000 per 
month. 

 
III. LITERATURE SURVEY 
 

The article titled “Dabbawallas of Mumbai”  throws 
spotlight on who dabbawallas are and explain how 
they manage to do what they do. Using Six Sigma 
principles to improve their operations, the 
dabbawalas have capitalized on the high demand 
among Indians in Mumbai for food prepared in their 
home villages. Originated under British colonial rule, 
the dabbawala system of food delivery uses a hub-
and-spoke system of foot, bicycle, handcart, and 
train-based transport linking local village kitchens to 
urban consumers in metropolitan Mumbai. For an up-
front investment of roughly 5,000 Rupees, a 
dabbawala can earn an average of 5,000 - 6,000 
Rupees per month.  The paper titled “The Role of 
Human Factors in Supply Chains” explains about 
how global supply chains are evolving into dynamic 
process networks in which companies connect in 
novel combinations based on the context and 
requirements of individual projects. This dynamic 
environment requires effective communication, team 
management, and constant lifecycle innovation. 
Human factors insights in these areas are critical for 
the effective development of global process 
networks. This paper calls upon special attention to 
the importance of human factors in the activity of 
each enterprise and the necessity of creating the 
structure of enterprises and caring for organizational 
culture in line with available human resources. This 
paper also presents an overview of the structure of 
global supply chain networks and the human factors 
dimensions that affect their success. The paper titled 
“Managing the Human Resources in the Supply 
Chain” explains about how  collaborating with the 
supply chain partners help to develop and coordinate 
HR systems for the supply chain as a whole. While 
both supply chain management (SCM) research and 
human resource management (HRM) research have 
independently focused on improving competitive 
advantage of organizations, they have barely begun 
to collaborate on strengthening their mutually 
interdependent (functional) bases for the broader 
organizational objective. The paper titled “Human 
Resource Management Practices:  
 

A Case Study of the Supply Chain Department of 
Square Pharmaceuticals Ltd” Explains about how, 
using HR systems like incentives, performance 
management, long-term relationships, to manage 
supply chain partners. Applying traditional (intra-
organization) HR planning and recruitment activities 
to the supply chain partner firms produces larger 
(inter-organization) benefits like aligning recruitment 
practices among the supply chain firms, sharing 
applicant pools and forecasting labor demand and 
supply across the entire supply chain. 
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III. IMPORTANCE OF HRM IN SCM 
 
Supply chains are made of people: The Dabbawallas 
have proved it with their success. Organizations are 
built around people and not around technology. The 
dabbawallas success is mostly attributed to the 
human resource system, the way in which they hire 
manage and reward people says Stefen Tomkey, 
William Barclay professors at Havard business 
school. 
 
No over-reliance on technology: Sure, the 
dabbawalas are now using Web technology and SMS 
for orders, but for the most part this is a fairly low-
tech operation. It relies on trains and barefoot men. 
No computer chips. No social networks. Just guys 
busting their humps and a reliable train service. The 
lesson for organizations? Don’t expect technology to 
solve your issues — usually the issue has more to do 
with process, execution and expectations than it does 
bits and bytes. 
 
Create an integrated performance chain: In other 
words, the dabbawala system keeps its eye on the 
sum — not the individual parts. When you boil it 
down to simple terms, a performance chain is really 
just a system of moving pieces. Focus too much on 
those individual pieces and you get hung up in the 
details and, as a result, are less efficient. Concentrate 
on the entire system and flow of products and 
information and you have a much better chance of 
success. 
 
Acute visibility: The beauty of the dabbawala-based 
system is that all of the dabbawalas understand 
exactly what is happening and when — to the minute. 
If certain deadlines and hand-offs are missed, people 
don’t eat. It’s as simple as that. Make sure everyone 
within your chain understands what he or she needs 
to do, where they need to be and what needs to 
happen for the chain to be successful. 
 
Keep it simple. Real simple: One of the key lessons 
any organization can learn from the dabbawalas is the 
simplicity with which this system works. The 
dabbawalas are intimately aware of what their 
customers value (food delivered on time, every day). 
And, just as importantly, they don’t try to do 
anything other than that. They don’t overcomplicate 
things. They don’t add extraneous value. They simply 
understand what their customers want, and they focus 
100 percent of their time and energy on meeting that 
need. 

 
The dabbawallas: View work as worship. Each 
dabbawalla in the system acts as an entrepreneur with 
the ultimate objective of delivering boxes to 
customers in time thusJob descriptions expand and 
become multi-dimensional - performing a broader 
range of tasks. As a result responsibility increases 

and every team member has an appreciation 
andfamiliarity with each step in the process, and will 
more thanlikely be required to perform several of 
those steps atdifferent times. Thus, work becomes 
multi-dimensional,more rewarding and more closely 
linked with the end result. There’s ownership in the 
process output. 
 
By creating a sense of ownership employees within 
the organization become empowered asopposed to 
being controlled. Empowered employees set their 
own rules to achieve results making employees that 
are self-starters, self-disciplined and who 
aremotivated to achieve.Pleasing the customer 
becomes the key and not the supervisor. The 
organizational structure is transformed from a 
hierarchyto a flatter arrangement.The dabbawalla 
organization structure has evolved into a flatter 
organization to enable speedy decision making. 
 
IV. KEY CONCERNS & FUTURE SCOPE : 
 
First and foremost, dabbawalas should notice the fact 
that the eating trends are changing nowadays due to 
which the customers are relying on other means for 
their lunch, hence there can exist a shrinking 
customer base and loyalty. Secondly, every group 
should come up with ideas and should target new 
customers, for example school children. The 
dabbawalas should give attention to the lifestyle 
changes of the customers so that they can change 
certain aspects based on the customer needs. Most 
importantly, the workforce management should not 
fall apart as it is the most important part of the entire 
dabbawala supply chain. Lastly, next generations do 
not seem to be greatly interested in the dabbawala 
hence, the dabbawala should come up with 
alternatives so as to please the customers.  
 
They should show to people as to how human 
relations are most important and significant in a 
supply chain by becoming role models to the next 
generation employees so that they too can imbibe 
certain ideas and follow the footsteps of the 
dabbawala. Also in the process of realising the 
importance of adopting HR practices in Supply Chain 
management calls upon researchers to also work on 
areas such as:  
 

 Using strategic HRM to support supply chain 
activities 

 The retention of critical supply chain 
management professionals 

 Change management and the supply chain 
 Effects of organizational culture on supply 

chain collaboration 
 Cross-cultural management challenges in the 

supply chain 
 HR architecture and the supply chain 
 People-related supply chain disruptions 
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 The training and development of supply chain 
professionals 

 The use of incentive pay in the supply chain 
 Workforce diversity in the supply chain 
 Competency profiles of successful supply 

chain professionals 
 Worker relationships across supply chain 

partners 
 
CONCLUSION: 
 
Internationally, successful companies have been 
those that consider their human capital as their most 
important asset. The Dabbawallas of Mumbai have 
shown through their success as to how important it is 
to realise the importance of your human asset. This 
also calls upon diffusing good HR practices in supply 
chain management. HRM practices such as training, 
work motivation, employee commitment, 
adaptability, empowerment, leadership and shared 
values can positively contribute to supply chain 
success. The contemporary form of competition is 
said to be not among single enterprises but among 
supply chains. Supply Chain Management has over 
the last decades become a basis for competitive 
advantage in many industries internationally. That 
means that ultimately, “the best-managed supply 
chain will win”. An effective HRM policy should 
encourage innovation with recognition and reward of 
managers, teams and individuals. Several other HRM 
policy parameters also constitute a significant 
element of the potential improvements of logistics 
and supply chain management. 
 

Human Resources Management is a key element for 
the success of organizational goals. In this respect, 
modern human resources management practices must 
not be left aside but instead must be proactively 
applied to a firm’s supply chain.  
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