
Developing the capabilities of people is as important as business itself, says the Unilever stalwart 

by Rakhi M a z u m d a r 

IT IS AN APPROACH NOT MANY CORPORATES TAKE. 

Least of all, a leading MNC that is as Indianised as the soaps and 
soups it sells. But then , H indus tan Uni lever Limited (HUL) has al-
ways been d i f fe ren t . W h e n Harish M a n w a n i , pres ident Asia & 
Africa, Centra l & Eastern Europe a n d a m e m b e r of t h e Unilever 
Executive, decided to visit I IM-Calcut ta 's (IIMC) sprawling cam-

pus to talk to s tuden t s on lessons in leadership, it was a huge ly anticipat-
ed event . It 's n o t every day tha t a global bus iness leader, tha t too of a 
d r e a m employer , c o m e s to c a m p u s for a chat . After all, HUL's engage-
m e n t w i t h IIMC r u n s deep. At least seven senior execut ives of Unilever 
and HUL call IIMC thei r a lma ma te r and the inst i tute is intrinsically linked 
to HUL's focus o n acquir ing talent . 

"Creat ing and expand ing capabilities of o u r people is as impor tan t as 
business itself. At hear t , w e are a middle-class c o m p a n y focused o n a 
s t ruc tu red t ra in ing p r o g r a m m e t h a t g rooms ta len t for early leadership. 
We focus o n this ' sof tware ' as m u c h as we do on t h e business hardware , " 
said M a n w a n i , setting t h e t o n e for t h e evening. 

M a n w a n i ' s words r e sona te in m a n a g e m e n t t h inke r R a m C h a r a n ' s 
latest book , T h e Talent Masters ' , w h e r e h e devotes a n ent i re chap te r to 
HUL. An extract : "No o t h e r c o m p a n y we k n o w of recruits and trains peo-
ple f rom day o n e wi th t h e explicit a im of growing leaders able to reach t h e 
highest levels. And, in n o o the r company w e k n o w of do senior manage r s 
work so directly w i th those rising leaders." 

Elaborat ing o n HUL's success m a n t r a in emerg ing markets , M a n w a n i 
falls back o n h a r d n u m b e r s . Now abou t 5 2 % of HUL's t u r n o v e r comes 
f r o m e m e r g i n g m a r k e t s . " Asia is marke t leader in aggregate, a n d in India, 
w e h a v e l eade r sh ip in n i n e out of e leven categories w e a re p re sen t in. 
The po in t t ha t works to our a d v a n t a g e is w e e m b e d ourselves in t h e local 
bus iness a n d t h e c o m m u n i t y w e opera te in," said M a n w a n i . "Be it In-
dones ia or India , w e t h i n k local, act global, ins tead of t h e o t h e r w a y 
r o u n d . That is o u r sweet spot." 

'Sunl ight ' w a s the first b r a n d e d de tergent in Victorian England . The 
f o u n d e r of Unilever was a social e n t r e p r e n e u r w h o believed a bar of soap 
can m a k e a d i f ference a n d 'less w o r k for w o m e n ' was a mission state-
m e n t . "Recognise the t r u e Nor th of a business, some th ings are n o n - n e -
gotiable, no mat te r h o w t o u g h the t imes are," said M a n w a n i . "Each per-
son in the organisat ion m u s t realise that t h e t rue Nor th does no t change." 

Dur ing the in te rac t ion tha t fol lowed, o n e s t u d e n t asked w h e t h e r it 
was impor t an t for a CEO to w o r k wi th a n organisa t ion for 30 years to 
succeed. Can CEOs w h o are no t h o m e g r o w n also succeed? M a n w a n i re-
s p o n d e d by saying, "Due dil igence is critically i m p o r t a n t . If w e br ing in 
peop le f rom outs ide , t h e DNA or t h e cu l tu ra l fit is i m p o r t a n t . HUL be-
lieves in h o m e g r o w n ta lent . We believe in commi t t ing a n d growing 
leaders . Today, in Unilever, 
s o m e 203 youngs t e r s are w o r k -
ing abroad . Pu t t ing t h e HUL 
'chip ' inside t h e m is key." 

Don't look for the 
magic bullet but invest in 
a continuous engagement 
with society. Consumer 
behaviour is the key. 
If you can influence it, 
you get it right jd 

P P At heart, we are a 
middle-class company 

focused on a structured 
training program that 

grooms talent for early 
leadership. We focus 

on this 'software' as much 
as we do on the 

business hardware !d 

This w a s fol lowed by a q u e r y on HUL's g reen 
strategy since eco-fr iendly p roduc t s are at a p r emi -
u m "As indus t ry s tandards c h a n g e and prices drop, 
people w a n t t o en joy produc ts . But great p roduc t s 
also n e e d to be competi t ive. We need to f ind ou t h o w 
to m a k e t h e m compet i t ive a n d neutral ise t h e impac t 
o n costs. If t h e f u t u r e lies in m a k i n g business sustain-
able we n e e d to start n o w by absorbing t h e extra cost as 
a cost of opera t ion . On the balance sheet, it will be s h o w n 
as savings in some and cost in others , as w e f ind out ways 
to use less w a t e r and less energy," said M a n w a n i . 

Ci t ing t h e e x a m p l e of R e x o n a , the c o m p a n y ' s large 
selling deo , M a n w a n i recalled h o w a c h a n g e in packaging 
(to a s t a n d - u p reverse pack) led to a 15% savings on cost. 
T h e i n t e r e s t i ng par t w a s t h a t c o n s u m e r s loved it s ince it 
w a s easier to dispense. 

Uni lever 'Pure It' is a n o t h e r example . " Globally, wa te r is a 

big issue since 4 0 % of the people live in water-distress areas. There w a s a 
mass marke t need for the best technology to provide clean water w i t h o u t 
a tap or electricity. We could provide four litres of wa t e r at Rs 1," h e said. 

Students also wanted to k n o w w h e t h e r more growth opportunit ies ex-
isted in higher end products. HUL caters to the entire socio-economic spec-
t r u m and straddles across all segments . It has Wheel at the lowest price in-
dex, Rin at the middle level and Surf at the top end. The company also runs 
p rog rammes like 'Shakti A m m a ' in villages. "Don't look for the magic bul-
let but invest in a con t inuous engagement wi th society. Consumer behav-
iour is key. If you can inf luence it, you get it right. A f u t u r e c o n s u m e r 
should be able to feel comfortable wi th the product," M a n w a n i said. 

Picking out HUL's 'Fair a n d Lovely' b rand as a case in point , M a n w a n i 
said: "Colour m a n a g e m e n t p roduc t s are used all over the world. I h a v e 
seen it being used by Caucasians 
in Eu rope w h o w a n t to get t w o 
shades darker using t a n n i n g 
products . Similarly, in foods, w e 
are no t saying buy us because 
w e are g reen but ra ther because 
w e m a k e good food products." 

W h a t abou t compet i t ion , 
w h i c h is a lways fierce in t h e 
FMCG sector? For his part , M a n -
w a n i had an interest ing take: 
"Compet i tor focus distracts at-
t en t ion . The f o u n d a t i o n of a 
business rests o n c o n s u m e r in-
sights. It is a s t ruc tu red process 
and it is absolutely proprietal 
stuff to h a v e a poin t of view on 
consumers . Technology allows 
us to codify and use the knowl -
edge base and category insights in to shopper knowledge, ga the red f r o m 
super marke t s to k i rana stores. We need to constant ly ask ourselves: a re 
w e doing enough?" 

There w e r e o the r quer ies o n w h e t h e r b rands can be s t re tched whi le 
focusing on scale. "Depends is a good answer in market ing," M a n w a n i 
said, connect ing instantly w i th t h e s tudents yet again. On a m o r e serious 
note , he said sharpness of b rand posit ioning is critical. One canno t be trig-
ger happy on n e w b rand launches bccause such launches are expensive. 

First of all, the current b rand needs to be m a d e relevant in its space. Take 
Pond's, for instance. The brand 's features include femininity, face care. "The 

question was can w e straddle various price 
points wi thout losing the essential values of 

the brand. We found w e could do it. We 
actually w e n t all the w a y to the top 

and put 'wow' products that helped 
entire range of Pond's . N o w it is a 
bigger brand wi th a bigger au-
thority. Dove's proposit ion was 
so different that w e decided to 

launch a n e w brand," said Manwani . 
Responding to a quest ion o n ethical issues 

in business, M a n w a n i said, business integri ty is 
a n extension of family values in to an organisa-
t ion . "I have neve r faced a n ethical d i l emma in 
all m y years wi th this company. It comes back to 
t h e ' t rue Nor th ' of a n organisa t ion. You can 
m a k e a difference, b u t if you w a n t a sho r t buck 
y o u will encoun t e r issues." 

M a n w a n i was perfectly at ease, playing his 
role as a m e n t o r to f u t u r e leaders of business . His 
expansive answers peppered w i th examples had 
t h e s tudents on their feet. Quite literally. Whi le 
near ly 300 s tudents w e r e seated on the l awn op-
posite IIMC' s iconic audi tor ium, a n equa l n u m b e r 
of t h e m were seen standing t h r o u g h o u t t h e two-
h o u r long session. 

M a n w a n i visited IIMC as part of a 'Learn 2 Lead' 
p rogram, w h e r e HUL leaders t ravel to B-schools 
and share their perspective and experiences on lead-
ership. Over the past year, Leena Nair, execut ive di-
rector (HR), HemantBaksh i , executive director (cus-
t o m e r deve lopment & sales) and Nitin Pa ran jpe CEO 
& MD met s tudents across eight B -schools a n d spoke 
on a c o m m o n t h e m e 'Workplace in 2020 & its impact 
o n f u t u r e leaders.' 
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