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Focus: Return on marketing investments 
Barring two years with a leading telecommunication services provider, G o p a l Vittal h a s 
spent his entire professional career at Hindustan Unilever, where he joined in 1990. Vittal, 
who took over as execut ive director of home and personal care (HPC) segment in July this 
year, talks to S a p n a A g a r w a l o n the company's strategy to stay ahead of the curve during 
an economic s l o w d o w n . Excerpts: 

Are there a n y changes in 
the consumer consumpt ion 
habits that are coming to 
the fore in the HPC 
segment? 

Consumers are likely to be 
far m o r e watchful and careful 
with their spends. They are like-
lytodowntrade (buyinglower-
p r i c e d b r a n d s ) a n d c o n s i d e r 
some cutbacks in consumption. 
We expect the downtrading to 
b e m o r e s e v e r e in bas ic ca te ­
gories like detergents and soaps 
though w e don't foresee any im­
pact on these basic categories . 
A s a matter of fact, c o n s u m p ­
tion will continue to increase in 
rural markets. 

H o w are y o u responding 
to these chang ing 
consumer sent iments? 

In terms of our portfolio, w e 
are w e l l e q u i p p e d as w e have 
brands and propositions across 
the pyramid at different price 
points. Secondly, as consumers 
look at cutting back, there are 
t w o th ings that w e are doing: 
We are t ightening our belts by 
examining our cost base more 
s tr ingent ly ; a n d are l o o k i n g 
very c lose ly at return on mar­
k e t i n g i n v e s t m e n t s (ROMI). 
ROMI is somethingthat w e are 
looking at across brands, across 
activities and across all types of 
spends. Both these will he lp u s 
stay ahead of the curve even as 
there are shifts in consumption. 

A n y other areas of focus 
for 2009? 

T h e r e are four important 
areas that w e will drive. First, 
ourfocus on rural markets will 
c o n t i n u e . W e h a v e a l r e a d y 
m a d e significant inves tments 
in this market with our Project 
Shakti and will cont inue to ex­
t end and leverage this to con­
nec t and bui ld c o n s u m p t i o n 
a m o n g rural c o n s u m e r s e v e n 
as w e improve livelihoods. Sec­

ondly, w e will s e e k to acceler­
ate n e w growth categories like 
skin-care, hair-care, colour cos­
metics, deodorants and house­
hold cleaningproducts. Athird 
area for focus is simplification. 
This will m e a n fewer activities 
and exploit ing t hem better. Fi­
nally, a sharper segmentat ion. 
For instance, w e will focus hard 
on building n e w growth cate­
gor ies wi th e m p h a s i s o n n e w 
marketing models that lookbe-

yond traditional media and tel­
ev is ion commerc ia l s l ike dig­
ital, mobi le and point of sa l e s 
initiatives. 

Can y o u elaborate on w h a t 
scrutinising R O M I m e a n s ? 

ROMI has becotne far more 
important in the last couple of 
months given the changes in the 
economicenvironnientWewil l 
b e far more ruthless o n cutting 
b a c k m a r k e t i n g e x p e n d i t u r e 
that is not yielding,desired re­
sults and will backinvestments 
that w e are sure about. To give 
y o u an e x a m p l e , w e are look­
ing very closely at TV expendi­
ture, in particular w h e r e there 
i s very h i g h v i e w e r s h i p frag­
mentat ion . We are not total ly 
sure about the y ie ld in the re­
sults of televis ioncqmmercials 
in the last two yearsl Hence w e 
will u s e this opportunity to cut 
back o n TV investments . This 
m a y b e far m o r e p r o n o u n c e d 
on s o m e brands and categories 
w h e r e w e are more sure about 
lowyields. At the same time, w e 
will evaluate running pieces of 
creat ive for longer. T h e prac­
tice of running s ix-seven com­
m u n i c a t i o n p i e c e s for s e l e c t 
brands within ayearvi l l change 
and w e will perhaps just do one 
or two. 

W h a t d o e s sharper 
segmentat ion mean for 
marketing investments? 

We are looking at jnicro mar­
keting in a big way. w e will focus 
o n markets that have stronger 
growth and profit potential and 
redirect our investments there. 
Similarly, for some brands, w e 

will increase investments behind 
aspects that may not have been 
g iven as m u c h attention in the 
past. For example , a brand like 
Ponds m a y s e e greater empha­
s is o n point of sale, digital and 
mobile marketing. 

D o e s your out look for the 
g r o w t h coming f rom the 
upper-end of the market 
remains, g iven the current 
market scenario? 

W h a t w e a r e s e e i n g t o d a y i s 
a bl ip. T h e long- term out look 
for our categories is totally in­
tact. T h e on ly blip could b e for 
a shor t w h i l e . But the g r o w t h 
opportuni ty at the upper-end 
consumer market is enormous 
and it will definitely happen in 
the n e x t s ix - seven years . 

S o y o u still remain bullish 
a b o u t the g r o w t h f rom the 
upper-end consumer 
categor ies? 

T h e shift in t h e c o n s u m p ­
t ion pyramid from a pyramid 
to a d iamond is happening. To­
day, about 70-75 per cent of the 
H P C m a r k e t i s s o a p s , deter­
g e n t s , a n d t o o t h p a s t e (tradi­
t ional H P C categor ies ) . In the 
n e x t s ix - seven years about 60-
65 p e r cen t g r o w t h will c o m e 
f r o m o u t s i d e t h e t rad i t iona l 
HPC categories w h i c h I talked 
a b o u t earlier. T h e c o n s u m e r 
profile of our c u s t o m e r s is al­
s o c h a n g i n g . Current ly , t h e 
l o w - i n c o m e a n d m i d d l e - i n ­
c o m e c o n s u m e r s a c c o u n t for 
80-85per cent of the HPC mar-

"kets in t erms of consumpt ion . 
T h i s w i l l c h a n g e in t h e n e x t 
s i x - s e v e n vears 
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