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On The Road 
T HE landscape on the outskirts of Lucknow is dot­

ted with smoking brick kilns and houses in differ­
ent stages of construction or demolition — it's 
hard to tell the difference. With temperatures 

close to a searing 45°C, it often feels like the entire area is 
trapped inside a gigantic brick kiln. It's a minor inconven­
ience though in the grand scheme of things; reaching what 

Sudanshu Vats, vice president - personal wash amd home 
care, Hindustan Unilever calls "the most happeninig part ol 
India." Vats is referring not just to rural Uttar Praidesh but 
to rural India in general; a key focus area for HUL in 2010 . 
The company has ambitious plans to reach 12 to 1 5 million 
consumers across UP, Maharashtra and Andhra Pradesh 
through the course of this year. Hardaurpur our (eventual 
destination, is just one of the villages with a 1,(000 plus 
population covered by HUL's Khushiyon Ki Doli, its latest 
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Rural contact in India meant Hip charts and skits. Now, HUL is using LCD TVs and a DVD player in a palkhiio talk to the masses 

brand building initiative in rural markets. 
With 24 hour electricity, Hardaurpur is better off than 

large parts of rural UP and even some urban centres like 
Kanpur which is subject to a merciless regimen of load 
shedding. The villagers smile smugly and say they owe an 
uninterrupted power supply to their proximity to the farm­
houses of the rich and influential in Lucknow. Young men 
crank their mobile phones to maximum volume on speak­
er mode. Filling a 1GB memory stick with Hindi film songs 
costs a mere Rs 40, and you can get twice that capacity for 
Rs 70. The village is mercifully cooler than most of the sur­
rounding areas; one of the reasons why women and chil­
dren venture out to participate in Khushiyon Ki Doli. 

HUL is no stranger to the hinterlands. The distribution 
model built around its Project Shakti is still going strong. 
B u : Khushiyon Ki Doli, an awareness and engagement 
module, is notable for its use of technology. Traditionally, 
rural marketing relies on promotional tools that were 
cutting edge at the turn of the last century — flipcharts 
and skits conducted by promoters. It has been hard to 
build scale around expensive options like vans and video 
on wheels. HUL now believes it has arrived at the right 
model "This is a 2 0 1 0 rural contact programme," says 
Vais. "We are going into the dusty roads of India and in­
teracting with the rural consumer but we are using tech­
nology of the millennium." Adds Sanjay Gupte, country 
head, Ogilvy Outreach, HUL's rural marketing agency, 
"Its about finding out whether we can create media in a 
media dark area and beyond that, engagement." 

Khushiyon Ki Doli has all the trappings of a rural mar­
keting programme. A set of four palkhis or dolis move to 
different localities in the village drawing an audience of 
around 25 housewives and children. It ties into the nar­
rative of the doli and its heroine a smart, educated house­
wife, Khushi didi, who has moved into the village. Con­
cealed within each doli is a LCD TV, a DVD player and a 
small generator. With a promoter to motivate the audi­
ence, Khushi didi's story is told via an animated film. 
Through the awareness module, consumers are shown 
ads for a range of HUL's products. Many of the rural audi­
ence in media dark areas are seeing these commercials 
for the very first time, including creative work that's 
clearly targeted at an urban demographic. Vats believes a 
village housewife will have no trouble identifying with 
this show reel: "The rural consumer relates to the urban 
consumer aspirationally, and the urban consumer looks 
up to the metro consumer. The brands we take into vil­
lages are largely urban. What you should take watch out 
for is something that's been created for Malabar Hill. 
Then you have a problem." 

Up next is the engagement module; product demon­
strations which tend to be highly interactive and for 
wnich the films are created from ground up. The house­
wives have by now settled into something of a comfort 
zone and pay close attention as Khushi didi tells them 
about Rakhi didi (who uses ash or raakh to wash utensils) 
and Vimla didi (who, of course, uses Vim) followed by a 
live product demo on an oil saturated plate. 
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Doli-ing out the goodies 
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DOLHNC OUT THE GOODIES FROM P G 1 

The next segment is about Surf Excel, featuring an 
animated version of the recent 'scarecrow' TV com-
i nercial with a more elaborate back story. It ends with 
a product demonstration that pits the detergent 
against stubborn stains. 

Unlike metro activations where brand teams often 
si ruggle to get any sort of a reaction from a jaded audi­
ence, the promoter has his hands full, controlling over-
enthusiastic children and housewives who hover be­
tween being sceptical and curious. The product demo 
( ver, the commercials are reprised, with explanations on 
how each of these — everything from Close Up tooth-
I aste to Huggies diapers — have a role in their lives. 

Finally there are a set of games with sachets as prizes, 
apart from special offers on bundled products with the 
I'rice never exceeding a comfortable Rs 10. Sales done, 
and a bunch of Salman Khan masks distributed among 
children, the doli moves 
on to another part of the 
i illage. Typically four of 
these dolis are deployed 
in the larger villages 
covering four or five lo­
cations each, a total of 
18 to 20 a day. Away 
from the bustle, the final 
module takes place: en­
titlement with local re­
aders with fresh point 
i I purchase merchan­
dise and new stock be­
ing sold. 

Khushiyon Ki Doli 
emerged from HUL's at­
tempts to leverage its 
scale and diverse portfo-

RURAL MANTRA 
T h e rura l markets are p o i s e d to b e c o m e a 
s e g m e n t that no one can af ford to ignore — 
espec ia l ly s ince they s h o w e d rare res i l ience 
t h r o u g h 2009 w h e n d e m a n d w e n t s o u t h 
across u rban centres. Here are s o m e e s s e n ­
t ial t ips f r o m the expe r t s that a n y marketer 
w a n t i n g to ven tu re into rural Ind ia needs t o 
keep in m i n d : 

S u c c e e d i n g i n r u r a l m a r k e t s r e q u i r e s a 
l o n g t e r m c o m m i t m e n t : Acco rd ing to 
Pradeep Kashyap, founder , MART, "rural is not 
abou t the next quarter. Cl ients w a n t to invest 
t o d a y a n d see resul ts t o m o r r o w . But y o u 
w i l l ge t resul ts on l y if y o u invest fo r t he 
next decade." 

T h e s i z e o f t h e m a r k e t d o e s n o t g u a r a n ­
t e e n u m b e r s : Marke ters are s o m e t i m e s 
unwi l l ing to invest in innovat ions , p rocesses, 
channe ls and del ivery systems, says Kashyap. 
T h e y n e e d a st rong a st rong p lan at all levels 
f r om re levance o f p r o d u c t to re levance o f 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n to t h e r ight pr ice a n d c h a n ­
ne l . A d d s Samir G u p t e , coun t r y h e a d , O g i l v y 
Ou t reach , " T h e approach shou ld change f rom 
'mod i f y i ng w h a t I h a v e ' to V r e a t i n g w h a t 
they don ' t have. '" 

C o n n e c t w i t h t h e c o n s u m e r : K a s h y a p 
be l i eves n o t h i n g subs t i t u tes fo r a f i r s thand 
l i nkage w i t h t h e c o n s u m e r . W h i l e r e l i e v e d 
that c o m p a n i e s are talk ing less a b o u t p i lots 
a n d m o r e a b o u t sca le , he c a u t i o n s aga ins t 
o v e r - r e l i a n c e o n N G O s a n d m i c r o f i n a n c e 
g r o u p s : " t h e y are no t in to b u s i n e s s a n d 
market ing. O n e canno t expec t t h e m to have 
a m i n d s e t for it. 

lio in rural marketing. Vats admits it was a struggle to de­
termine the sufficient number of brands while not dilut­
ing the focus, and to optimise every single visit to a vil­
lage. The effectiveness of the programme will be gauged 
by tracking awareness levels before and after Khushiyon 
Ki Doli and by IMRB who will randomly sample 3% of 
the locations visited. The objective, according to HUL, is 
more brand building than sales linked. 

According to Vats, the programme has already 
turned on its head a lot of the accepted wisdom about 
rural outreach. Films used to be a permanent fixture 
of these programmes to draw people in. but accord- I 
ing to Vats, "consumers value something more 
sharply targeted. Time is clearly a little more precious 

• even in rural India." Congregations around films in­
variably drew in more men than women — people I 
who were not part of the target audience. Vats says, 
"The shopper may be male in rural India, but the de­
cision maker for many categories is still the woman, j 
At films shows we got between 300 and 500 people 
the vast majority of whom were men." 

With project Bushfire in the urban markets and I 
Khushiyon Ki Doli in the rural, HUL is looking at various 
ways to remove the underperformer tag that it has re­
cently been saddled with in the Indian market. It re- | 
mains to be seen if the good old palkhibecomes the ve­
hicle to drive it further into the hinterland. 
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