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A day after Hindustan Unilever announced its 
strongest sales growth in 11 quarters beating 
street expectations, HUL Chairman and Uni-
lever COO Harish Manwani says the consumer 
products maker is more concerned about con-
sistent double-digit growth than the numbers 
in one quarter. Speaking to Ratna Bhushan & 
Rajiv Banerjee at Ad Asia in New Delhi, Man-
wani spoke about opportunities and challeng-
es for the Anglo-Dutch maker of Dove soap, 
Sunsilk shampoo and Surf detergent over the 
next few quarters as well as the changing na-
ture of client-agency relationship. Excerpts: 

How do you see the business environment 
over the next s ix months? Do you foresee 
a s lowdown? 

Business environment is not easy to predict. A 
combination of headwinds and tailwindsis 
what we are seeing. The tailwinds are a good 
monsoon and rural demand, which continues 
to be good. The headwinds are inflation and a 
devalued rupee, which put pressure on com-
modity costs. So the outlook is a combination 

FThe important thing is not 
the numbers in one quarter; 
what's important is consis-
tent double-digit growth. 
We have to make sure we 
keep growing consistently, 
profitably and competitive-
ly. We want to outperform 
the market 

of opportunities and challenges; it's a 
bitofboth. 

What will be your focus during this period? 
It will be business as usual on growth, with 
consistent investments on brands. We have to 
be an execution and innovation machine-
that will continue to be our core strategy. The 
important thing is not the numbers in one 
quarter; what's important is consistent dou-
ble-digit growth. Wehavetomakesurewe 
keep growing profitably and competitively. 
We want to outperform the market. 

Is there too much pressure on India to 
make up for lack of growth elsewhere? 
Asia is a very important marketfor us, with 
almost half the world's population here. Busi-
ness is growing in many developing markets, 
not just India. We have a very good presence 
in other Asian markets like Indonesia, Viet-
nam and Thailand. But we have to be careful -
performance is not about numbers; it's about 
outpacing market growth. 

Given thedivers i ty of the Indian market, is 
it becoming a laboratory for innovations 
that are replicated in other markets? 

The whole advantage of being part of a global 
group is that we are able to transfer best prac-
tices. India generates a lot of those (best prac-
tices). This is a great model for low-cost and 
bottom-of-pyramid business models, go-to-
market strategy where one caters to the gen-
eral trade touching nearly 2 million stores. 
Pureit (water purifiers) is a great example. 
Dove and Pond's are other examples of how 
brands can be transformed; what we are do-
ing is, taking the best of Unilever and using 
that learning in relevant markets where we 
feel there could be a natural fit. 

Being a leader, do y o u believe HUL should 

be looking more at creating categories 
instead of tapping into exist ing ones? 
Our big strength is our core businesses. Take 
Lux, and the renovations the brand has been 
through. But we are equally focused on cate-
gories of tomorrow. Take Pureit, for exam-
ple. In emerging categories like facial wash-
es, deodorants and hair conditioners, we are 
actively taking the lead in building not just 
brands but categories themselves. 

When do we see you as the 
Unilever chief? 

Well .myfocusison doing my job n o w - t h e 
focus is on here and now. If you think about 
whatyou could be doing, you lose focus. 

HUL hasn't looked at acquisitions in the 
recent past. Balsara, Paras, Zandu were 

acquired by your rivals. Are M&As part of 
your strategy? 
We always build on our brands around orga-
nic growth. But we constantly look at strate-
gic opportunities for bolt-on acquisitions, as 
long as these make strategic and commercial 
sense. Just because we like something, we 
don't havetobuyit . 

Nielsen has been updating its panel. Do 
y o u agree with their data now? 
We only take market growth numbers from 
them (Nielsen).The growth numbers are al-
ways moreaccurate. For marketshares, we 
always calibrate our performance through 
multiple sources of data. 

Is growth in rural markets showing 
signs of tapering off? 

In the overall environment, we don't look at 
numbers on a quarter-by-quarter basis. Our 
strategy does not change by quarters. The 
numbers may keep shifting ...But if we look 
at the full year, the rural growth story 
is intact. 

Will you move away ad and marketing 
spends away from traditional media to 
the digital space? 

Of course, we will see shifts in media spends. 
Media has got very complex. There are 80 
million people on the Internetandovera 
billion in the country. It's not about in-
creasing overall spends, but the aggre-
gate job which has to be done; it's about 
effectively reaching our target and mak-
ing sure there is no duplication. 

What changes do you foresee in the 
client-agency relationship? 
It will have to be a different relationship. 
Agencies will have to find a way to build ex-
pertise,and how they can becentresofex-
cellence. Agencies are very conscious of 
trends of digitisation. The relationship 
between companies, agen 
ciesand consumers 
hastobemore 
seamless. Agen 
ciesand compa 
nieshaveto be 
very close; con-
sumerswil lget 
moreempo-
weredthan 
they have 
ever 
been 

Myfocusisondoing 
myjobnow-the 
focus is on here and 
now. If you think 
about what you 
could be doing, you 
lose focus 
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