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v institution that becomes an
icon must suffer the glare of
public scrutiny in periods of
rousing success as well as
turns; and it is bound m
attract a wide range of reactions. As an en-
during market leader in many categories of
its core business, however, Hindustan Uni-
lever Led (HUL) does command our atten-
tion and . if not admiraton. 5o 1
e Sy
0 uni acknow s¢ or
CEOx and leaders, to name the one guality
thar makes the company so special

Nihal Kaviratne, rose to become
Chairman of PT Unilever Indonesta and won
many accolades, including a CBE and the
Buginess Week Star of Agia award, was une-
quivocak: It was infegrity; the company
would rather walk away from a Jucrative
deal than yo ahead if it required something
underhand to be done or paid. R. Gopalak-
rishnan, a contemporary, and a former Vice-
Chairman of HLL, now a Director of Tata
Sons, member of the top rung of the Tata
group, puts pecple-orientation at the top.
*The company hired graduates and trans-
formed them into leaders — by teaching
them to work proudiy st the frontline and by
instilling in them that their most important
resource is “people’”

Indeed, the mentoring and concern for
learning in the young is echoed by 8. L. Rao,
who began his career too in the covetel
management trainee track, and went on to
head NCAER, and became the first Chair-
man of the Central Electricity Authority. Rao
recalls fondly that the twelve vears he spent
with the company were a focused leaming
experience, made special by the mentoring
of young people. for him by R Ramaswama,
himself a lifelong Lever man who became a
Vice-Chairman in the early phase of Indi-
anisation. Sir David O, later to head the
British Council worldwide, was another, |
can confirm that even the salesmen at the
lowest rung of the ladder, recalled years later
David Orr as Director touring small rowns
with them. His care, affection, attention o
detall and & prodigions memory for places
and people are specially rememberud.

BUILDING PEDPLE & BRANDS

The company was as much shead of its ime
in its people development practices as it was
in developing and marketing of brands. It
saw ecarlier than most the opportunity for a
wider, regular re-distibution mechanism,
which has since been much emulated by
many companics, It set the standard for the
journey cycle, frequency of visits, control
and planning of stocks, later followed by the
Japanese in ing as well. The ac-
cent on availability was a key ingredient in
ensuring steady volumes, which suited the
habirually purchased household products.

Similarly, it experimented with rural van
selling and cinema advertising, as well as
door-to-door sampling and demonstration
as a way of creating demand where none
existed - for the detergent (and the bucker
wash) and the use of 2 quality cooking medi-
um such as vanaspati. The company had the
wisdom never to overcome the namral char-
acteristics of the lndian bazaar but rum is
low-cost and ubiguitous presence to its ad-
vantage. The village shandyor haarhad been
used to stage the household brands years
before rural marketing came into vogue. The
women's self-help groups and Project Shakti
of today are but natural extensions of this
thrust which began seventy years ago.

A vouthful and idea-friendly culture, en-
couraging sustained learning was slways the
ballmark of Levers. It is not an accident that
successive gencrations of Chairmen and
board directors have nearly all been home-
grown, hand-resred from a greenhorn enter-
ing at age 23. Being a management traince
meant assuming responsibilicy very early in
life and there was no mollveoddling. It was

Levers@75

Hindustan Unilever, which is celebrating its 75th year in India, is known as much for
mentoring its employees as for marketing its brands.
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INSPIRING COACHES

Some general managers produced by the svs-
tem in furn proved m be u:ninﬁu'mg coaches
and leaders such as Rajesh Bahadur, who led
the youthful Teilet Preparations team with a
fair all his own, suited for the small size then
dwarfed by the Foods and Soaps divisions
Nihal Kaviratne recalls the time he was Gen-
eral Sales Manuger,/Marketing Mansger in
the 19705, and Hrishi Bhartacharyva was Se-
nior Brand Manager. They used to gather
first thing every morning for half an hour in
Rajesh's office for a char over a cup of tea
Passing around the pages of The Times of
India, and joking about matrimonial adver-
tisements, all of which demanded a “fair® or
“wheatish” complexion led them to wonder
if they could launch a brand which lightened
the skin, where the promise would be *a
better marriage™ Nihal continues, “It had to
be very safe to use, since mothers would start
using it on their baby daughters from day
one! The skin-lighrening products svailable
in the market were unsafe, mercury- or hy-
droquinone-bated We leapt to the tele-
phone, ond spoke with Dr Subba Rao mt
Rescarch. He told us about 2 half-finished
nuiggeet which he had on the shelf, 1 combina-
tion of UV-stats (sunscreens) and Niacina-
mide (a form of Vitamin B) which together
would provide the desired effect safely.
What was more, it would only work as long
a5 you contimued to use it'™ And 5o was born
one of the most successful innovarions of the
Indian operations in recent times — the Fair
& Lovely cream. HUL had the eoul of 3 small
company, in the body of an increasingly large
one, at that time,

Ume memuory that stands out for Gopalak-
rishnan is relationships for a lifetime. The
first stockists he met were Mulchand G.
Shah at Parel and Agrawal and Co at Nashik,
who, incredibly, are still in touch after 40
yvears — and as memorable as college friends.

Another instance of using every opportu-
nity to coach the young was when §. L. Rao
had advertised in 195¢ for “smar young
women” in Hyderabad to work as Surf dem-
onstrators. He received a phone call from K
T. Chandy, who introduced himself as Direc-
tor of HLL. Says Rao, he came “to see me
where 1 was staying and told me gently that
‘smart” in referring to young women was
likely to be misunderstood. A year later he
fAew from Bombay to Bangalore to attend my
marrizge He was not even my direct boss. [
do not know of many top executives who
would handle a situation in this way”.

R R Nair, head of Organisation Devel-
opment for several regions within Unilever
in Asia and Latin Aamuncn attests 'u:}lI HLL'sI"
openness to neéw ideas”, amonyg other gual-
ities. Within six months of joining the com-
pany, he conducted an organisstional
climate survey, the findings of which were
sent to his boss, Dr Ranjan Banerjce, the
Personnel Director. Soon after came sum-
mons from the Chairman’s office. T. Thomas
had 3 formidzble reputation for difficulr in-
terviews. He commentad on Nair's taking 2
major ;::Euwishuut the due process of dis-
cussions, but thawed enough to say that he
was glad that ar last Personnel were getting
themselves imvolved in the real issues of the
Drganisation, sensitising senior people to the
expectations of the organisation at large.

“He thereafter gave me time and support
whenever | needed it for all my initativesin
future vears,” reealls Nair, “Some vears later
| was offered the plum job of head of person-
nel in another multinational organisation. It
was my wife who said to me: Why do you
want to leave such a good company? Where
else will 1 get such a nice group of people.
wives of co with whom we get on so
well? So I stayed. And | have not regretied it

Vaseline

one bit. Such
pecud benekit of
nefits o
a great people cul-
ture.”
AMNATIOMAL LAB
If Leversin lndiahad notbeen
around, we would have had to in-
vent another way of preparing geaeral
managers and potential chief executives,
particularly before the 1980y and before the
early crop of MBAs grew up to positions on
boards of corporate India. 5o pervasive has
the influence of the company been that even
the Planning Commission, State Trading
Corporation and Hindustan Steel, besides
the of several 11Ts and 1IMs, have
had alumni of the Levers school as Directors
and Chairmen.

R. T. Narayanan, who joincd HLL when it
acquired Ponds, and has vice-president
at Brooke Bond and CED of Nepal Lever,
finds the company can not only sponsor
competition but nurture it so that the oue-
come is most acceptable both to the compa-
oy and the individual: “l am saying this not
only because of those managers who made it
to the top within. The le who left and
went (0 new pastures have man o do
just as well as or even better than those they
lefit behind in HUL. Those trainees who left
within, say, the first r::cft:m: have lost prac-
tically nothing at all have risen spectac-
ularly elsewhere. This really means that the
so-called experience they potin HUL wasso
good that it was marketable anywhere! So,
can we say HUL has been supplying the
Indizn economy professional managers for
miore than 30 years! [t was not. [ am sure, in
the HUL agenda in the first place!™

The two things that 1o my mind reflect the
spirit of the company, where 1 spent the first
few years of my own career, above all else is
meritocracy and 3 professional, market-
linked business approach. OF course, there
have been cases of slipping back from the
high levels of professional morketing suc-
cess that it has been known for. The most

uhlicly visible and well-recalled was the
rmg 10 the detergent market thanks

the low-priced, locil competition. There is
no doubt that the sheen went off its visage
after the debacle. It also suffered reverses of

poor judgement and timing in new products

and businesses that only a2 company of tha
size could have coped with. The baby food
and dehydrared foods businesses, the ice-
cream business, the temporary foray into the
hard-core chemical business and several
other individual categories were examples
that are often discussed as case studics. To
my mind, though, this does not detract from
the merit of the company as a whole but is a
reflection of the market conditions and the
leadership at 3 certain phase in its history.
Certainly it is true that the company has
never been as strong a contenderin the foods
business a5 it is in other areas. Indeed, the
largest single brand that it ever developed
locally was Dalda, which is really a cooking
medium and not a food. Considering it was
mere comman to import British products as
they were, developing an indigenous prod-
uct and brand was no mean achi ent

As with any famous institution, the com-
pany will have its foibles and, of course, its
detractors. It is also a truism that most of its
current mega brands are indeed the very old
ones. Rin is the youngest and nearly 40 years
ald. Others are mainly soap brands - Lux,
Lifebuoy, Sunlight, Pesrs, Surf and Vim,
while Pepsodent, and even the far smaller
Rexonn have been around almost before the
current directors of the company were in
kindergarten! The failure of the company to
do well in toiletries and cosmetics has long
been a sore point with the enthusinsts. It
could never get a look in in the talcum powd-
er segment until it took over

Pands. At one time Colgate pThe two things that
reflect HUL's spirit
are its meritocracy
and a professional,
market-linked
business approach.
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nnlypn Herculean effort over
decades has resulted in the
chutch of HUL brands mak-
ing a dent in its market
share.

A sigmificant exception in
the past 15 years, especially
since the focus on manufac-
wring for other Unilever markets, exports
and importing of less-expensive ilmgni'll?:nn
hive become possible, is the progress on a
number of new brands in the Sunsilk, Clinic
and Foir & Lovely range of products. Besides
theze, Dove and Axe are some examples of
luxury products that might once have been
considered too small, Bimsy and irrelevant
for a mass market giant. Even to this day the
style of distribution with emphasis on vol-
umes, scale, width and depth of disoributian
is fll-<uited to some businesses, which are by
mature cither localised, or small or of imited
reach in the population

The company conlinues o expeniment
with ways of dealing with the variery and
complexity while keeping it= profitand urmn-
over growth record intact. During the early
years of this decade, the earlier growth drive
through aggressive diversification became
exposcd - and unravelled. The tea and ice-
cream businesses are still not an all fours
with the traditional personal care and hou-
schaold products.

Amnother significant worry for a company
of this scale, all over the world, is how to
handle increasing brand proliferaton and
busine<s complexity, without the ill-effects
of size and bureaucracy. Thus, one will con-
tinue to see reorganisation and restructuring
plaving with the varmables of business group,
function and geography.

Today, however, the wheel has come full
cirele as far as successful peaple develop-
ment is concerned. We now have a forelgner
as CEO of the Indian subsidiary, for the first
fime since 1960, Meanwhile, of course,
SCOM0S ni'h! ndian pr:rfemumhd i run other I'nr
portant divisions and country operations ¢l-
sewhere 1n the world, besides playing
eritical role in the central governance of the
mammoth corporation. :

The writer. 2 business strategy consultant,
began his long corporate career 45 4 manage-
ment trainee in the erstwhile Hindustan
Lever in 1966, sr.chander@gmail.com



