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M U M B A I 

H indus tan Unilever Ltd 
(UUL) faces an aggressive 

in te rna t iona l compet i to r Proc­
ter a n d Gamble (P&G) on o n e 
s ide, a n d several hungry Indi­
an rivals on the o ther . Nei ther 
s e e m s to worry Gopal Vittal, 
execut ive di rector in charge of 
the h o m e and persona l care 
bus iness , which con t r ibu tes 
a r o u n d 70% of HUL's r evenue . 
In an interview, the m a n in the 
hot sea t says his c o m p a n y is, 
in fact, regaining market sha re 
it lost to compe t i to r s over the 
past few years . Edited ex­
ce rp t s : 

INTERVIEW 
Why did a less-exipensive version 
of P&G's Tide cause so much up­
roar and eventuallly end up with 
you and that company slugging it 
out in the court? 
The cheaper vers ion of our 

compet i tor ' s b r a n d was a differ­
ent product from tthe other ver­
sion (of Tide). Bassed on exten­
sive testing in our o w n laborato­
ries as well as thirdl party labora­
tories we found t h a t the product 
was inferior to our brand. 

We also found tthat our con­
sumers were be img misled to 
believe that the (cheaper ver­
sion offered the s a m e quali ty. 
We clarified th is for t h e m . Be-

Regaining growth: Gopal Vittal, 
executive director ofHUL. 

y o n d tha t I c anno t c o m m e n t 
s ince the m a t t e r is sub jud ice . 

Is this battle between the two of 
you restricted to the detergents 
market? 
(Around) 65% of the de ter ­

gen t s marke t is wha t we would 
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The same applies for hair, for de­
odorants, for household clean­
ers, for colour cosmetics. Or look 
at laundry. The biggest driver for 
growth is upgradation. As India 
becomes richer, this category 
will cont inue to upgrade and we 
are well poised to exploit this. 

What about market share? With 
competition intensifying, how do 
you plan to defend your space? 
All our markets a re going to 

con t inue to grow. We have a 
leading sha re in m o s t of the 
categories we play in. Our job 
is to lead the growth of these 
markets—to lead marke t devel­
opmen t ; in the process if we 
lose a few h u n d r e d basis 
points , it is inconsequen t ia l . 
What we are obsessed about is 
category growth. W h e n we do 
this we have a greater bus iness . 

There is a perception that multina­
tional firms such as yours are at a 
disadvantage while dealing with 
local competitors. Unlike you, who 
may have to wait for approvals 
from global headquarters, these 
firms can react quickly. 
That is a totally misplaced 

comment . We are here to run the 
business. We have a responsibil­
ity to deliver market share, mar­
gin and growth. We do not need 
any clearances to do this or that 
operationally. We have goals to 
meet. How we meet these goals 
or how we choose to compete is 
a decision that is left to HUL. We 
are organized by categories and 
our category teams take the de­
cisions that are right for their 
categories. In fact, when it 
comes to doing what is right for 
consumers to drive growth of 
our categories, we are moving to 
a culture of acting fast and tak­
ing approvals later. At the end of 
the day, we are accountable for 
delivering growth and value to 
the shareholders and keep our 
competitiveness intact. Every­
thing else is secondary. 

maKing p rogress every m o n t n . 
How does the detergents war play 
out? 
We have a 60-65% market 

share of the p remium detergents 
market with our brands like Rin 
and Surf Excel. As I said earlier, 
we have been gaining volume 
shares consistently in the last 
eight months . We have also been 
increasing our gap against our 
key compet i tor in this segment. 

In the mass market , we are 
winning back shares from a 
host of small local players who 
entered dur ing the volatility of 
late 2008 a n d early 2009. The 
long- term game for this catego­
ry is upgrada t ion as people get 
r icher and buy bet ter products . 
With the entry of washing ma­
chines, bet ter clothes, a differ­
ent wardrobe , this upgradat ion 
will cont inue . 

Is this war between the two of you 
really about winning market share 
in detergents or are we missing 
something? 
Our key compet i tor in the 

fight for upgradat ion within the 
laundry market is unde r pres­
sure. Even in a category like 
hair(care), an extremely profit­
able category, they have lost 
share and we have increased 
our gap with t h e m by about 150 
bps. We have d o n e this through 
premiumiz ing our portfolio, the 
success of Dove, our re launch of 
Clinic Plus which has grown 
share for wha t is the largest 
b rand in the category. What this 
m e a n s is that we have strength­
ened our posi t ion. When some­
thing like this happens , there is 
b o u n d to be despera t ion. 

What about the personal wash (or 
toilet soaps) category? You have 
been losing share to competitors? 
Personal Wash is a category 

w h e r e we lost sha re be tween 
early 2008 a n d mid-2009. This 
is a ca tegory w h e r e we are de­
t e r m i n e d to t u rn a r o u n d . 

We have r e l a u n c h e d several 
of our b r a n d s , we have clari­
fied their pos i t ions , res tored 
c o n s u m e r value , s t epped up 
inves tmen t s and act ivated 

Our culture is to 
act fast and take 
approvals later 
• FROM PAGE 1 m a n y of our local b r a n d s with 

s t rong p r e s e n c e in a few re­
call m a s s marke t . We have a gions. As a c o n s e q u e n c e , we 
25% sha re of this marke t by have s tar ted inch ing up share 
value . Our share in the premi- in this ca tegory by abou t 60 
u m segment of the market is bps in the last eight m o n t h s , 
about 60-65%. We were hit in This is an encou rag ing sign, 
the mass market in the early Are we seeing a more aggressive 
part of 2009 and have been HUL than we have in the past? 
s t rengthening our position every There is no th ing to suggest 
month since that initial b u m p . that we have b e c o m e less ag­

in the latter part of 2008 and gressive or m o r e aggressive, 
early 2009, (the price of) crude First, we want to do wha t is 
came down from $140 (a barrel) right for the c o n s u m e r . See-
to about $45 (a round Rs2,000 ond , we want to make sure that 
today) in a mat te r of months , we have far m o r e pa rano ia and 
Our detergents business is pass ion for how we are exploit-
strongly linked to the price of ing the Indian oppor tun i ty , 
crude. We brought down prices The marke t is r e shap ing and 
immediately. However, given we need to be at the forefront 
the large pipel ines and invento- in shap ing that change . With-
ry across millions of retail stores out doub t t h e r e is a sense of 
in India, the t ime that most or- urgency we are see ing now. 
ganized players took to ensure On his recent visit, Paul Polman, 
prices reached consumers was Unilever's CEO, said there is poten-
about three to four months . tial to double business revenues in 

It was at th is t ime that we India. That looks like a formidable 
lost a lmos t 300 basis po in t s task, especially in the home and 
(100 bps is 1%) of marke t share personal care (HPC) area, 
in a ma t t e r of six m o n t h s . In HPC accounts for 70% of our 
fact all o rgan ized players lost revenues. It is a large business, 
sha re to the extent of abou t 600 but remember , we are playing in 
bps to abou t 600 small players large markets as well. As a mar-
ope ra t ing in o n e or two dis- ket leader we have to lead mar-
tricts ( each) . In the last eight ket development . We have to 
m o n t h s we have ga ined back grow most of our categories, 
most of tha t sha re . Take wash- Take skincare. This market is 
ing powders , for ins tance . We growing at over 20% led by many 
have moved o u r vo lume sha re initiatives that we are taking. If 
from 31.8% in the June qua r t e r we continue to grow this market, 
of 2009 to 33.5% in February we will double our skincare 
2010, a gain of 170 bps . We are business in the next three years. 


