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For Unilever, India is not just
a mkt, it’s much bigger: CEO

We Are Upbeat About Prospects & Opportunities In Long Term,
But Cautious About Bumps In Short Term, Says Schumacher

Asmita Dey & Sidhartha | Tnn

ein Schumacher, who

tookoverasthe CEO of

Unileverlastyear,isse-
eking to make the elephant
dance, with India being a key
partof theplan. Inan intervi-
ew, he tells TOI that India
isn’t just a market for the $65
billion consumer goods gi-
ant, but a large hub for R&D
and talent. Excerpts:

Since your last visitin Jan,
what changes do yousee
inindia?

1 see many dimensions of
transformation during my
visits to consumers at their
home, during store visits.
The social transformation
for many of the consumers is
continuing, and that has lot
of consequences for our busi-
ness. What did strike me is
the fast development of the
channel landscape. Quick
commerce in urban areas is
gaining a lot of traction. In
thelastfew quarters, we have
seen rural growth coming
back, which is pretty much a
global phenomenon.

Withissues in China, In-
donesia and slowdownin
India, do you worry about
Unilever’s short-term
growth prospectsin Asia?
No. We have kept a guidance
forthe yearand we haveincre-
ased our operating profit gui-
dance by mid-year and we are
holding on to that. We are also
making the necessary chang-
es, that will help us to succeed
in the medium term. Europe
is experiencing a 9% growth
this year, US has been very
strong with 6% growth in
third quarter. Europe will not
continue to grow at high-sing-
le digits. So, that means in a
portfolio like Unilever, I need
to balance. I am happy with
the progress in North Ameri-
caand Europefor this year, we
are making the necessary
changes in China and Indone-
sia. And, we are transforming
very quickly here (in India)...
including the social transfor-
mation, innovation transfor-
mation. So, there is a lot hap-
pening here to succeed in the
medium term.

How do you see the Indian
market evolving in next

5-10 years, given that
aspirations and income
levelsarerising?
InIndia,itisnotgoingtobeali-
near path. We will double
down in every category. I am
very upbeat about the long-

term (prospects) and looking

at the opportunity that is the-
re, but I am also realistic and
cautious about bumps that
will inevitably happen in the
short-term.

So, what will be the growth
strategyinindia?

We are not complacent (about
beingthelargest FMCG player
in India). I prefer the portfolio

40% of people working on digi-
tal and AL If I look at global
management, Indiahasbeena
massivetalentexportertoUni-
lever for years.

Quickcommerceisahot
trend now. Whatare the
challenges India poses as
amarket?

We are seeing a fast-changing
channel. We have grown most-
ly through distributors, kira-
nas and distributor trade is
still very much a partof ouret-
hos. At the same time, there is
quick commerce and modern
retail, and platforms that are
Indian native, like Nykaa, or

that we have versus any of our
competitors. We have a very
good starting point but at the
same time changes are taking
place very fast. In India, what
is unique is that there are two
forms of premiumisation hap-
pening at the same time. First
is ‘pure premiumisation in
terms of aspirational pro-
ducts. Think of the prestige
beauty (segment) in the US.
‘While it is a small percentage
of the population (that uses it
inIndia), butof averylargepo-
pulation (like India’s), it ma-
kes it attractive market for ve-
ry high-end products. The
other premiumisation oppor-
tunity is essentially the rising
middle class. For me, India is
not just a. market, India is a
much bigger thing in the com-
pany and that’s why lam so ex-
cited about it. India is the
firm’s second biggest R&D
hub, besides being home to

digital platformslike Amazon.
What it meansisan opportuni-
ty in which we need to think
about how we go-to-market.
The second one is how do we
drive our brands in such a way
that you can be applicable to
each channel. People go tomo-
dern retail to probably buy for
a month’s stock, people go to
quick commerce to buy a we-
ek’sstock and people gofortra-
ditional trade probably for two
or three days of usage. That
means different assortment
(of products), thinking thro-
ugh the price points. The frag-
mentation has become bigger
and therefore it’s super impor-
tant that we de-complex.

How much of achallenge
are private labels?

It’s sort of plateauing since
last year — it’s 20% in Euro-
peand9.5-10% in the US. The-
re is room for private labels

because there’s a need for
consumers to buy from value
segment. But if Ilook at whe-
re the innovation, market
growth and category expan-
sion happen, that happens
with brands.

Geopolitical tensions may

stoke inflation and disrupt
stability of supply chains...
Economists are pointing to-
wardsareturn of moderatein-
flation in 2025. We are seeing
spikes (in commodity infla-
tion). When consumer compa-
nies are faced with moderate
inflation around 2, 3,4% on an
average, that’s when wetend to
perform the best. We have had
deflation here in homecare
and that puts some pressure
ontheoverall growth.

Having overayear,
how difficult is to make the
elephant dance?

It is super fun. Unilever is a
company that’s a lot of fun. It
always starts with getting the
right team, we have changed
quite a bit in the leadership.
Second, I want to keep things
very grounded and simple. It
will be a huge win if Unilever
can execute strongly on every
dimension. We call it unmis-
sable brand superiority
When you look at our pro-
ducts, our packaging and pri-
ce versus competition, eve-
rything needs to tick and we
need to measure it and give
that superiority. That was
missing a bit and we are put-
ting enormous focus on that.
We will come out with a path
towards 2030. It means our
brands need to have a market
making capability, they need
to have innovation funnels
and not tunnels, for the next
three-five years. They need to
have good ideas on science
and technology that will help
us grow, and we have identifi-
ed them. The changes that I
see now in how Al is helping
us to drive productivity We
are working with Microsoft,
Google, Nvidia to modernise
what we do. To drive a strong
productivity agenda through
Alanddigitalmeans capabili-
ty and culture of our people
need to change. But, there is
an enormous hunger within
the company for success. Ifeel
more energised today than I
feltayearago.



