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THE SAFETY DANCE

How and why is Hamam
making the leap from being

a herbal skin care soap to a
martial arts instructor among
other things?

By Ravi Balakrishnan

amam is probably
Hindustan Unilever’s
best kept secret.
Launched in 1931, with
a ‘desi’ sounding name
as opposed to other
flagships like Lux and
Lifebuoy, it’s a brand
that many people don’t associate with the
MNC, and imagine to be totally indigenous,
a situation that footwear maker Bata isalso
intimately familiar with. And so it doesn’t
seemlikeacoincidencethat HULischoosing
to restage this ancient brand. We are, after
all, in an age where products that claim a
strong herbal heritage are en vogue and at a
time when Babasrail against MNCs as they
push a Swadeshi (narrowly defined as their
own homegrown brand)agenda.

For the bulk of its existence, Hamam has
been a strong regional player. According to
HUL, it is the largest skin cleansing brand
in Tamil Nadu used by 8 out of 10 households.
Itsotherkeymarketsare Karnataka, Kerala
and Maharashtra. Hamam’sadvertising has
traditionally been strictly boilerplate, fea-
turing populartropesofsoapmarketinglike
happyfamiliesand totsenjoyinga good wash
—adsthatcould comfortably haveruninthe
1970s. Even one of its recent films on Pongal
was stuffed to bursting with such imagery.

And so the new online film, featuring a
mother right out of the Bournvita school
of tough love, taking her daughter to learn
martial arts instead of merely chauffeuring
her around to keep her safe, countsasa clean
break. Through the course of the film, the
child learns silambam, a martial art native
toTamil Nadu, sothatshecan,asthebrand’s
hashtag puts it #Go Safe Outside.

The approach evolved via conversations
with consumers. Says Sukesh Nayak, chief
creative officer—Ogilvy West, “Asaproduct,
itwas deeply rooted in skin safety and neem.
Butwhatalsocame outwasthisneed. Andso
we discussed the possibilityand opportunity
to have the product benefit mean something
more to the consumer.”

The brand’s not satisfied merely with an
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online film. A HUL spokesperson says, the
plans include a series of self-defence tuto-
rials on digital mediums, an outdoor cam-
paign to create safety zones in unsafe spots
via CCTV-enabled billboards and even self
defence training for school kids.

Another key changeis silambam lessons on
the packs. Nayak explains,
“It meant a lot of work but
we believed even a soap
pack must mean some-
thing to whoever picks it
up.” HUL intends taking
the message to 1.8 crore
households.

Speaking about the rea-
sons for the restaging, the
HUL spokesperson citesan
increasingly unsafe world,
where apart from pollu-
tion, heat, dust, and other TRAINING
adverseenvironmental fac-
tors, external aggressorsare akey source of
tension. “Hamam’sambition is to help people
feelsafe, sothattheylive brave. It wasanatu-
ral steptoextend the safety protection by em-
boldeningpeople through self-defence,” says
the spokesperson.

Purpose driven is a good place to be, be-
lieves brand consultant Harish Bijoor.

HAMAM'S NEW FILM
ISA CLEANBREAK,
FEATURING A MOTH-
ER WHO BELIEVES
INTOUGH LOVE

AND MARTIAL ARTS

“Brands are trying
to getfriendlier than
they used to be with
real people. Canthey
prepare people to
take on the world is
the question: I think
Hamam is trying
just that.” However,
purpose is also
something brands
merely dabble with.
Asked if he believes
#Go Safe Outside
has legs, Bijoor points out that brands typi-
cally have a mass media message about
beauty and allure and a different message
fornichemedialike digital. “Iwonder if the
brand istalkinginaforked tongue as many
brandsdo,” he says. Whathe’d like is some-
thing sustainable, longterm and engrained
inthe DNA of the brand, like
Tata Tea and Jaago Re, for
instance. Ogilvy’s Nayak
admits #Go Safe Outside is
averylarge platform, witha
positioning bigger than just
one execution. He’s candid
enough to admit that lon-
gevity will depend entirely
on the consumer reaction.
“We’d love to make it a big
platform,” he says.
Considering even a casual
glance at our newspapers
and TV shows, indicates a
country that’s quite far from being entirely
Safe Outside (oreven Safe Inside), any brand
that takes on such a plank has its work cut
out. But if it rings true with the consumers,
in even a limited way, maybe it will be the
cue for Hamam to Go Safe Outside of its tra-
ditional southern stronghold.
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