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HOW HINDUSTAN UNILEVER
MAKES WHAT YOU WANT

The FMCG company is using emerging tech like Al to sense demand, crash R&D cycles and rapidly prototype

suneera t@htlive.com
NEW DELHI

cneisa fairly common prob-
lem to have. Teenagers
develop zts that stay with
them foryears. Peoplespend
the of rupees on skin
ts, bu) m«r (h(--( ounter treat-

In a world without the Al Hub, a new
aunch the size and scale of Acne Squad

pingupitsbrands, household names such
asDove, Sunsilk, Horlicksand Kissan.

dis-
tribution network, one built over decade
the history te hout the consumer
insight and data HUL has, something few
India can boast of. D:
weknow, isthe new oil. And data ha
exploded because of social medi
challenge, therefor

andahalftodevelop, HUL would
rely on: conventional research tools
instead of reading real-time consumer

ed ser-
and
art

at the Hub. It would have outsource
vicessuch as fragrance developmen

a
hing

|mnlu(|muul(l lglmnulllpl('llur(l

sown internal uni rlghl data, processing it, and using it to

for quick-fix remedie
Searche: cne clearing products
peaked ds nic. Hindustan

aged consumer goodsmakeer, noticed the
trend and wanted to meet this demand.
Itturned toitsnewly minted Agie Inno-
vation Hub. The Al Hub,
short, isa placy v\\]\vn‘mnvrguuzlo( Binoto:
gies sucha al intelligence (AD are
harnessed toshape productsof the future.
Tucked inside NUL's massive Andheri
campus in Mumbai, it opened in March
2022and was the firstsuch global hubset
up by Unilever, HUL's
nt. Another Al Hub
operational in
\h.\nglul Chin
H

,\ndl) ticsandits pmpn—
data, the company
created sever al models.

The Al Hub has a robotic
fragrance library. Itis a
repository of over 2000
fragrances and helps
researchers pick the apt

Now, ha cts that work.
if botha HUL'sdigital 1d
theR&Dstageand inmanufacturing. The he company carlier outlined a

forcom- | “F i genda,

- data, Aland othe onu-rgmgl(\Imulw

> | gies o transform the entire value chain.
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Mumbai. They are HULanen i 1

of large factories and | company,”Sanzgirisaid. nmmlmlmknm

 quickly prototype a | all of the company's operations—from
ib, this i i

to manufy

the digital replic
help the compa

hkmlu-/\l

ﬁllﬁlmvnl at the consumer end

am-

in.

Al this is tied to.a g the company
doesn’t want to miss. Speed.
Inside the Al Hub. on large white

e pivoted tothe
neffort tostay
amarket that
|~(\cr(lmngmg Turns

orinstance.could make their way (0

Indiaover the next few months, and 11UL

wants to lead their launch in the country
TI

The entij France fora prodiict is y is able to tap
skinca oductsavai ragrance fora produc mu- wined with HUL's | intonew, unn».mnmmu: he sooner new
uhh in the market was many other goa n flood the market. Thi:

—stay- | pro

Shincare were accounted for

Acne hasvariousstages. HUL sresearch
an(l dev olopm(‘m m&n) team realized
th

Tikely to )..n(‘ HUL an edge over riv
especially at a time when competition in
the fast-moving consumer goods (FMCG)
segment appears to be heating up. This

s,
ers, becoming more efficient.

NEED Fon  SPEED

I themeer lln'\ were moql, generic

also comes in the backdrop of changing
Umlo\n 's ties with Indm (Lllo consun fe

HUL's Agile

t P
(Bottom left) Vibhav Sanzgiri, executive director, R&D, HUL, and head, Global

Skin Cleansing R&D.

WHAT

HUL runs an Agile Innovation Hub
and two advanced manufacturing
centres in India. The centres use
emerging technologies to help
the company sense demand
and rapidlly prototype.

-

WHY

Itis tied to a goal HUL doesn't
want to miss—speed. The
quicker the company is able
to tap into new trends, the
sooner new products can
flood the market.

MOREOVER

This s likely to give HUL an edge
over rivals, especially at a
time when competition is

heating up. Speed also saves
time and the resources
required to create products.

houschold goods, in Gujarat.
‘That's not all. As the internet opens up

new-age brands have flooded the mar] l\nl

launched online first before being made
available offline.

MACHINE'S MAGIC
H()w(l()('slho/\l Hub spot atrend?

to the
want
rend spotted
is around what people buy; what they
think about such products. Finally, the
Hub keeps a check on products that are
alreadyin the market globally, not just in
Indi

sgivesusan understandingofwhat
the nextbig thingcould be, risaid.
he company then dips. i its
machine learning and analytical tools to
understand similar trends for products
launched in the past. Complex algorithms
are used to predict the probability of the
trendssucceeding. Well, the Al Hubis run
by ateam of R&D experts, data scientists
and consumer insights expe;
“We b
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the minimum viable product (MVP) stage.
Likethename suggests.atthe MVPstage,
doesn'thaveall the capabilitiesjustyet. At
thisstage, a product can be validated and
inputs to improve itare gained.

This is also when a product is ready to
be passed on tothe AMCs, either in Mum-
baior Ben; ru.

Justtorelterate,the AMCsarenot full
fledged manufacturing plants—th
advanced pilot plant faci |l|u s c
within the company’s R&D ct
these cities. You could say these
plantsare thereplicasof HUL'slarge

tori e AMCs allow the company to
run s als before products
green-signalled for commercial scale
manufacturing, be it in India or overseas

‘While the Mumbai AMC is dedicated
l'nrplu(hlvlssm has skin cleansing bars
dishwash and detergent bars, the Benga-
luru one is primarily meant for skin

g
tool that automatically generates almost
nce
eseconcepts,
run them
second cycle
consumer
sessment, where we
look at consumer inter-
est, purchase intention,
and what they are "
lmll\(lp.uymkml
compelling  business
* Sanzgiri added.
s locked, like an acn
fighting product, lhoAlllnl -apid pro-

wehave the
we can
through :
of rapid

with ha

totyping help convert ideas

tamins. HUI itsmarket

, speed saves time and the

solutions. Thes s that

n cater to the different stages of acne.
So,the company assembled top dormatol-
ogist

More Indian consumers are switching
from unbranded to branded goods. To

Lifebuoy were troducedinIndiain1895,
Iull()\\ml m the likes of Pears, Lux and
Vi 1 U i

-es required to create new prod-
ucts. In India, the global capital invest-
mentsin R&D, which include the Al Hub

Lan, |phy~u‘ al product designs.
‘The Hub has a 3D printing machine for

oap

The advanced manufacturing
centres allow HUL to run
several trials before products
are green-signalled for
commercial scale production,
beitin India or overseas.

So, what happened when the AMCs
were not around?
1UL would carry out
multipleroundsoftrials
arge factories,
¥ imultaneously
tweaking the processes
until the final result was
achieved. Ifoneproduct
was undergoing trials in
different factories, it led
to more complications
different plantscan have
hardware set-ups that are not similar. In
short, inaworld without AMCs, the pro-
in addition.

SE

led toa lossofproductivity si
i i product linea had (o be

shut for the new trails to start.
While the AMCsand the AT Hub is work
in progress, HUL has its work cut out.

With growing

. HULsaid in

o cater to the need for niche
set

ha

the AlHubto help createaregime ileversetupits first Indian m- |dv|mugc many large and small | and AMCs,
for these stage 3 et ndustan Vanaspati Man- | F cost savi the comp
Starting March last year, and within a_| ufacturing Company. This was followed um (-urmmnw ITCL l(llm~|n\0~lv(l||\ its 2022-23 annual report.
spanofI180da i by the Lever diaLtd (1933) and “onsumer Good Inord
sions, the company developed a range of | United Traders Ltd ( |9. 5). These three | ing and Logistics facilities (ICMLs)—it | premium products, the comp
rod! derthe ‘Acne Squad’ brand merged to form HUL in | currently has Il such facilities in India. | upsevennanofactorie

“Almost ever

ingle aspect of it has

November 19 le has

zed foods company Nes

have in our Al Hub," V
executive director, R&
entire thinking behind the design hap:
pened there. We next designed the pack-
aging, themock ups,” he added.
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In 2022-23, the company cp()rl('(l a ed to invest 35,000 crore in
turnover St crore. Indiais Unilever's | to build factories and R&D centres
largest market b ;UL sproducts | ance has made aspl

es orfully function-
ing, mini production lines that house
everything HUL needs to produceabatch
of final products speedily. Over the last
these nano factories have produced

has to stay relevant, by rapidly mlln(ln('

ll-u-r mld ht-lps HUL's res ol
theapt fragrance for a product.

In the past year, over 40 new product
ideas have used the Al Hub. Not just India,
even teams, worldwide, I i
capability for global projects.
pleis the Lux Glutarange of body washes
from Thailand.

plash inthe consumer
goods market with of
Eammpa, the loonic beverage brand, and

reach nine of ten households in India and
are retailed in over nine million outlets.

“digital-first” asSimple, Acne
Squadand Novology.

v y p- | the launch of abrand of

brands are those that are

THE LARGE
nce the products are prototyped at
the AlHub in Mumbai, they move to

older ones, some of them 100 years old.

Apart from Lifebuoy, there is Brooke
Bond Red Label—Red Label launched in
India in 1903. Come to think of it, your
great grandmother could have sipped tea
marketed by this brand!

Justlike white-collaremployees areliv
ing in an era of ‘continuous learning’
Sanzgiri and his team have perhaps re;
ized that FMCG companiesare traversing
the age of ‘continuous reinvention’.




