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‘HUL is a co with the soul of middle-class India’

A
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Mumbai: It’s rare to come
back from a meeting with Ha-
rish Manwani and not feel
energised. Unleashing ener-
gy is one of the principles by
which the outgoing chairman
of Hindustan Unilever (HUL)
lived by throughouthiscareer
of 42 years — three as the
COO of parent Unilever.

Manwani, who begins
his second innings in June
this year, is not one to sit
back and lead a staid retired
Jife. The 64-year-old leader
has ensured he is preoccupi-
ed with doing whathe knows
best: learning, and seeing or-
ganisations grow.

Manwani, who is the glo-
bal executive adviser at
Blackstone and a director on

~ the boards of Qualcomm

and Gilead Sciences, says he
doesn’t have a predetermi-
ned agenda. “I get 100% im-
mersed in what I do. Tomor-
row, there may be another
calling. If there is, I take it,”
says Manwani, in an exclusi-
ve interview to TOL

While some leaders beco-
me coachesafter retirement,
and others mentor entrepre-
neurs, Manwani has a diffe-
rent take. “I sit on boards of
companies because I like to
see what makes companies
tick.It givesmegreat joy,” he
says. The danger, he adds, is
when one thinks the first
phase of life was about in-
putting and the second pha-
se is about outpuiting and
that all one gets to do in reti-
rement is advise. “I want to
continue learning. Iam with
BlackstonebecauseIlikethe
idea that I can work with CE-
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to continue with his
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Os and take a company that
isatXtoday to2X tomorrow,”
says Manwani.

While Blackstone is sati-
ating his appetite of entre-
preneurship, teaching lea-
dership at Harvard is ensu-
ring Manwani puts his lear-
nings and oratory skills to

good use. He can envisage
himself working in the area
of education to create an im-
pact. With amonth left to his
retirement, Manwani
who started with the compa-
ny as a management trainee
in 1976 — feels “a tinge of
emotion” and a sense of pri-

de in the current team led by
Sanjiv Mehta.

Describing HUL, nowaRs
36,000-crore organisation,asa
company “with a soul of
middle-class India”, Manwa-
ni says it is here he felt com-
fortable on the dusty roads of
rural India as he did when he
walked the corridorsof Unile-
ver House in London. “This
company made me feel roo-
ted. Meritocracy and values
areimportanttous. Theseare
very middle-class values.”

Challenges that shaped
his leadership

As a young branch manager
in the 80s when he was posted
in Calcutta, a big region for
the maker of Lifebuoy soap
and Taj Mahal tea, the go-get-
ter Manwani was all set to
conquer his targets. But his
ambitions were hit by the gro-

und reality of poor sales and
stockist infrastructure, so-
mething he had to fix before
meeting sales targets. “There
were only four branch mana-
gers in those days. I had to ta-
ke a tough call and say we are
not going to meet our targets
—first time in my life Thad to
say that. Notmeeting yourtar-
get is a bad deal at HUL,” re-
calls Manwani.

With a rallying cry of
“packtobasics”, hethenener-
gised the entire sales force to
fix the infrastructure on the
ground rather than just push
sales. “It was a very humbling
experience for a young mana-
ger. At the national conferen-
ce, the only branch which co-
uld not come up and receive
the felicitation was our
branch,” he says.

» Continued on P 22
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An audacious move in '90s

» Continued from P21

but some chiselled

4 Manwani’s thought lea-
dership sharply He learnt
why making choicesis [l
important when he to- |2 &8
ok on his first big lea- |
dership role outside
India as head of Unile-
ver’s Latin America
business. The compa-
ny was facing one of its fier-
cest attacks on its citadel —
the detergents business.

“We were facing a competi-
tive onslaught from our renow-
ned competitor. It’s a battle we
could not lose. It would mean
redeploying resources across
other countries into countries
where we had been attacked
and from other categories into

(‘“\ hallenges were galore,

the detergent category. It was a
bigdecision, butIwas very cle-
ar that we had to have unblin-
king defence,” says Manwani,
known for taking big, hairy, au-
dacious goals (BHAG).

BHAG is demonst-
rated as an audacious
move by Manwani in
the mid-90s, to give a vi-
sion to HUL's smallest
business — oral care —
M where the company to-
ok on established leader Colga-
te. “Vision is not about targets.
Vision is about changing beha-
viours,” says Manwani. He em-
powered Hemant Bakshi, then
ayoungmarketing manager, to
headateamof afewseniors, in-
cluding Manwani himself. “We
told him to decide the agenda
and we will provide the resour-
ces. We knew it was a big battle

and we could win by geograp-
hy” he recalls. Pepsodent’s
102% better than ordinary to-
othpaste’ campaign helped the
brand create a dissonance, “It
unleashed energy and chang-
ed behaviours. It rubbed off on
other categories as well,” says
Manwani.

Bakshi today heads Unile-
ver’s Indonesia business. Bu-
ilding leaders comes natural-
ly to Manwani whose philo-
sophy is simple, yet powerful.
“If youdon’tgetalittleknotin
your stomach, frankly you
don’t have a challenge. ‘Oh my
God! AmIgoingto get there or
not? If youdon’thave that fee-
ling, you are inamode of what
I call satisfactory under-per-
formance,” he says. “No one
succeeded without stepping
outontheedge.”



