
El Marketing Mantra: Get 
Sharper or Get Weaker 
As the first flush of consumerism's heady growth tapers off, further dividing consumer 
pockets, spotting growth catalysts and attracting the right talent will redefine leaders 

COPAL VITTAL 

Last week, I met two consum-
ers. One was Rev at hi. a desti-
tute 30-year-old in rural Tam-

il Nadu. who seemed to be serious-
ly affected by food inflation. Surpr-
ised to find her using an expensive 
soap, 1 asked her why she had not 
considered a cheaper alternative. 
Without a moment's hesitation, 
she said the cheaper ones were me-
ant for poor people. The other was 
Asha, a well-off 20-year-old in Ch-
andigarh. She had a range of exp-
ensive skincare products, accesso-
ries and apparel brands. Nothing 
unusual. What surprised me was 
that the same Asha had traded 
down to a cheap, discount bar of 
soap. This seemingly contradicto-
ry behaviour by consumers across 
categories is not a one-off. 

Consider thesefacts. While the in-
come of households in the second 
quintile is higher than those hou-
seholds in the fourth quintile by 
120%, the growth in consumption 
across categories can vary. For ex-
ample. while growth in consumpti-
on of household durables and non-
durables across thesequintiles ris-
es by 50%, it increases by 200% in 
the case of jewellery, entertain-
ment and clothing, and a whopping 
400% when it comes to appliances, 
furni ture and footwear. So. while 
the consumption water table goes 
up for every category with incre-
ase in household income, some cat-
egories see exponential growth. 
That is why most companies in the 
country have had a party in recent 
years — some moreso than others. 

That could change for three rea-
sons as consumers confront a new 
reality First, with double-digit 
food inflation, 80% of Indian hou-
seholds who spend over half their 
money on food are being squeezed. 
Second, rising interest rates have 
meant a 20%-plus increase in EMI 
payments for the top quintile of 
households. And finally, volatility 
of input costs has resulted in dif-
ferential rates of inflation across 
sectors. These changes will mean 
greater volatility and unpredictab-
ility in consumption. 

So. looking forward, over the next 
couple of years, what will separate 
the best companies from the poor-
ly-run ones? It will be in their abili-
ty toshift froma one-size-fits-all ap-
pr oa ch t o a shar p er. m ore s egm ent-
ed understanding of where consu-
mption is likely to grow faster and 
where it could slow down sharply. 
This will mean four things. 

First, be more granular than ever 
before. Segment the Indian market 
into many smaller clusters of mar-
kets and customers to really under-
stand them in a much sharper way. 
In doing so, go beyond the lens of 
the category and look at the consu-
mer holisticallv. TakeBihar, for ex-
ample: the investment in educati-
on of the girl child in that state will 
change the structure of consumpt-
ion dramatically in the next five ye-

ars. With this granular, but holist-
ic, understanding, ask the questio-
ns: where are the profit pools? Whe-
re is growthand why? Which segm-
ents will you ignore? Where will 
you step up investments? In answ-
ering these questions, construct a 
portfolio of market and customer 
segments toleveragethe unpredic-
table ups and downs that consump-
tion will invariably see across seg-
ments. One category, for example, 
has worked out a growth quotient 
for every town in the country that 
indicates the propensity of the cat-
egory to grow in a given geography. 

Second, identify which combina-
tion of levers will drive growth for 
each of these clusters. Almost all 
companies realise that product 
performance, the impact of price, 
the role of advertising, the role of 
promotion, the role of investments 
in building lasting relationships 
all vary across market and custom-
er segments. Yet. there are few stor-
ies of applying this combination in 
different ways across markets and 
customer segments. Take a glaring 
example. Why is it that there is an 
almost obsessive focus on custo-
mer acquisition versus retention 
even when it is clear that the life-
time value of a loyal customer is 
many multiples of that of a new 
customer? The answer to that is t he 

mindset of "land grab'. After all, in 
a market that has grown so rapidly, 
return on investment for acquisi-
tion is more tangible and easier to 
measure. The central challenge go-
ing forward is, therefore, to devel-
op a fact-based and holistic way to 
measure the return on all levers so 
that investments can be made in a 
sharper and more targeted way. 

Third, ensure brutal simplificati-
on. Leaders must 
be able to look at 

Customer the combination of 
acquisition is growth levers acr-
an obsession oss market and cu-
evenwhen stonier segments, 
the lifetime and then simplify 
value of a them into a few key 
loyal customer manageable plat-
is many forms :beit inn ova-
multiples that tion or market de-
of a new one ployment. These 

platforms must be 
integrated into the very heart of 
the business modelandbethebasis 
for capital expenditure, cost recon-
figuration as well as external part-
nerships with others in the quest 
for creating joint value. 

Fourth, create the right talent mi-
ndset and culture. Three importa-
nt ingredients stand out: curiosity, 
flexibility and rigour. An unpredi-
ctable world calls for curiosity, the 
ability to observe customers and 

form patterns without preconcep-
tions, to be humble and constantly 
learn from customers, from com-
petitors, from partners and from 
the world outside. People who dis-
play flexibility who have t heca pac-
itv to thrive in ambiguity who are 
not stuck in a groove and obsessed 
with only one way of doing things, 
who are unafraid to make changes 
to the way business is navigated 
and run based on customer feed-
back are the ones who will succeed 
and be in demand. In a marketplace 
that is changingrapidly it is rigour 

the ability to look at facts and lar-
ge amounts of data, simplify this 
and then interpret it - that is the 
most crucialpre-requisitethat will 
help align and persuade all stake-
holders on what it takes to win. 

The Indian consumer market has 
rewarded most companies with ha-
ndsome growth as the consumpti-
on water table has r is en. This could 
change in the medium t er m as con-
sumers confront headwinds. Com-
panies that will win in such an en-
vironment are those that are likely 
to be far sharper, far more targeted 
and far more flexible than before. 
But that is what makes the Indian 
market the most exciting place. 
(The author is executive director for 
home and personal care at Hindustan 
Unilever. Views are personal) 

Economic Times - Mumbai Monday, 18 Jul 2011 Page# :17 Size : 706.02 sq.cm. (156.89
col cm)


