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Global chief Paul Polman wants to see another HUL — same size, same scale, just ina
shorter time frame. To get there, HUL must fire up the engines of emerging categories. But
the road from consumer goods to consumer centricity isn’t an easy one to navigate,
even for Indias largest FMCG company

Rajiv Banerjee

T'S lunchiime at the sprawling campus — the walk
through inside the corporate nerve centre of India’s
largest FMCG Company — the 17700 crore turnover
(March ended 2010) HUL. The campus is crowded with
employees taking their post prandial walk, some using
WiFi 1o work out of their work stations and some milling
around the branded food court from the company stable.

So there’s Swirl Parlour, Bru Cafes and the latest addition
Knorr Food Kiosk. 1t's at the Knorr Food Kiosk that one
finds Shrijeet Mishra, ED - foods, HUL, Mishra is with a
group of senior managers at Knorr encouraging them to try
out the soups and other offerings at the recently launched
kiosk. Mishra incidentally doesn’t have lunch. He doesn’t
need to, he says. “The business that [ am in requires sam-
pling and tasting food all the time. So 1 keep having small
meals throughout my stay in office,” he says,

It's not just Mishra who loves to be on the street soaking in
customer reaction, but even Gopal Vittal, ED - Home & Per-
sonal Care (HPC) likes to spend a disproportionate amount of
time on what he calls tender love and care (TLC) businesses.
“Businesses like Lakme salon call for a different business mod-
el mindser. Add 1o thar skin care as 1 am most excited by the po-
tential of the category in the next five to ten years,” says Viual

Both Vittal and Mishra may be handling a diverse set of
businesses, but the common thread between them and in-
deed across HUL is renewed customer focus. The change,
which some market observers will tell you has come a little
late in the day, comes as HUL increases its focus on new cate-
gories in the past five years. Sure, Wheel is a 2000 crore
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Power Play
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*Many things that were done in the past were
perhaps right for that time. Sometimes, we
were way ahead of the curve.” says Mishra.
In the ice cream business involving the Swirl
Parlours, Mishra says the company is adopt-
ing a citadel strategy. So instead of carpet
bombardment across the market, HUL has
identified around 20 odd cites in India to
drive consumption of ice creams. This will en-
sure the company to grow these specified
markets and also conserve its resources o
take on competition, “Open few big fronts
and stay there,” says Mishra.

And one of the fronts for HULis also the ru-
ral markets for both home and personal care
(HPC) and fopds. In the HPC space, Rin De-
tergent bar was promoted as Nil Mineral Bar
in rural areas, Lifebuoy Swasthya Chetana is
yelanother initiative which the company has
taken to rural areas. In the year 2010, HUL
through activation has touched 28,000 vil-
lages and 10 million households, says Vittal.
“The attempt, be it through activation in rural
areas or digital to target youth in urban mar-
kets is to break out of the television trap.” An-
alysts however believe that HUL should not
just focus on pushing brands like Dove or
even Kissan malted food drink only in urban
markets. “The trick is to ‘rurban’ when it
comes to these brands,” says a senior official
from a consultancy firm who's worked with
the company.

The Challenges

One of the categories where HUL is active is
the deo segment. Axe is fighting in an <500
crore deo market, growing at double digits
per annum with rival brands. However along
with Axe that aperatesin the fragrance space,
HUL for sometime has tried to crack open the
anti perspirant market with Rexona. Now,
HUL has introduced Sure from its interna-
tional portiolio as the pimt:r to target the anti
persplram market in India. “Anti perspirants
is an exciting category. and we will build this
market through Sure,” Vinal states. Rexona,
he says, will move out of this space and will
be restricted to just soaps, “Rexona after all is
asoap as well as well as an anti perspirant. We
want to simplify things in the consumers’
mind. I[ you think about anti perspirant,
there’s Sure. But when one thinks about Rex-
ona it is not as clear.” To give HUL the benefit
of doubt, the Indian consumers are yet to be-
come aware or realise the benefits of using
anti perspirants. As more often than not,
brands like Axe is used both for fragrance as
well as odour reduction. Market observers
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however feel that the Sure launch is also Lo
protect Axe turf in the market. “Axe is posi-
tioned distinetly and is battling other ‘me too’
in the market. So HUL has to open up a new
flank and that's happening with the introduc-
tion of Sure,” states a senior official from a re-
puted media agency.

Even in the out of home business compris-
ing of Bru Cafes, Swirl ice cream parlours
where HUL has announced a very aggressive
intent in terms of expansion of its [ormats,
market observers advise caution. Mishra says
that the out of home strategy has been fine
runed in the past six years and the primary fo-
cus is to move from brands to service, “Inter-
nally, we have roped in professionals with re-
tailing background and beefed up our knowl-
edge space.” Instances of FMCG companies in
India managing a successful retail service play
is non existent and in some instances, brands
have scaled down their ambitious retail foot-
print, “Bverything boils down to the exact [o-
cus and attention the company wants 10
achieve in the out-of-home space. For in-
stance, in Lakme salons, HUL has far greater
control and interaction and there’s sync with
their product offering. Food retailing is not an
easy game as it’s as much about real estate as
itis about food,” says a FMCG analyst.

1avbanerjee@timesgroup.com
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. Alook at how a brand story

. unfolds through its campaigns
over time. This week, it's
Lifebuoy's journey that is in

the spotlight

Amer Jaleel
Lowe Lintas

Above; Lifebuoy ad(1947)
Below: The "Where there

is Lifebuoy, there is
health’ campaign (1977)

Sudhir Sitapati
HUL

6 HEN you go to a doctor, there arg some
W very strict, disciplinarian ones and there
are some who make light of the iliness.
Lifebuoy is the second kind of doctor”, says Amer
Jaleel, NCD, Lowe Lintas.
Lifebuoy, for long, has been associated with a big, red,
chunky bar of soap that keeps one healthy. The heritage
brand, which has been around for more than a 100 years
now (the first container with Lifebuoy soaps landed on
Indian shores in 1835 at Bombay Harbour), was cnce
touted to be the soap that was everything male and
sporty. It has now become a family brand.
One of the market leaders — Nielsen data for the last
quarter pegs Lifebuoy 2t 14 5% market share, a close
second to Lux's 14.6% — the name of the brand came
from the life-saving buoy thrown out to people at seato
prevent them from drowning, literally meaning that the
brand saves lives. A global brand, it lost its original
moorings in the 50s and the 60s in many markets, ex-
ceptin India. “It was firsttargeted at men and masculing
health. The promise of Lifebuoy wes "You will remain
healthy if you use Lifebuoy. You will be able fo play
hockey or foothall well', It was sporty”, says Sudhir
Sitapati, category head - personal wash, HUL. Agrees
Jalesl: “When it started, the focus was on men as the
role of the man was prime. The symbolism of health, at
the time, was the huge, sporty, macho man.” The jingle,
‘Lifebuoy hai jahan tandurusti hat wahan was catchy
and did the trick.
Now. the brand targets women, especially mothers. “Inthe
[ate 90s and sarly 00s we realised thal the consumer had
changed from what he or she was in the 50s to the 70s.
Women were tha decision makers, when it came to shop-
ping, be it urban or rural. We had to communicate fo
women and focus onthe woman's role inthe family”, says
Sitapati. The proposition of the brand didn't change —
health was still the focus — but the advertising did. "We
changed our communication from “You will be healthy if
you use Lifebuoy' to “You will not fall ill it you uss

R

Lifebuoy." The appearance of the soap too underwent a
change. Though the red bar remains, it is now more per-
fumed and less carbalic. At this point, commercials di-
rected at mothers came on Screen, a very popular one be-
ing how kids could get full attendance, thanks to Lifebuoy.

Above: The "Active Puppy’
ad (2008)
Below: The ‘Bunty’ Handwash
ad (2011)

Hand wash, an extension of the parent brand, is one
of their fastest growing categories. “We're planning to
do small films on ‘hand-health’, we are one of the
sponsors of ‘Global Handwashing Day'. In Kerala, we
have now started unbranded education in schools,
saying thal “You must wash your hands five times a
day", says Sitzpali.

The brand now, wants o adopt a friendlier tone. “Thereare
two ways to make people aware of health. One is to scare-
monger and the other isto empower, This is the only brand
that can converse with you about health in such a manner
that it won't scare you", says Jalesl. The most recent com-
mercial for Lifebuoy was one where it was pitched as the
‘fastestsoap', ‘It was treated inavery friendly voice. The way
to goabout this is that we know that health isa serious con-
cern, butwe try nottotreat it so seriously”, he-adds.

—  Snithi Radhakrishnan




