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‘Shakti’ network powers HUL’s rural growth

Namrata.Singh
@timesgroup.com

Mumbai: Sneha Dwivedi, the
youngest member in her fami-
ly of six in Atiswa village of
Lucknow district, is a ‘Shakti’
micro-entrepreneur with Hin-
dustan Unilever (HUL), distri-
buting soaps, detergents and
sanitisers to households.

Dwivedi is among the nearly
141akh Shakti ‘ammas’—as the
women entrepreneurs are cal-
led —across 18 states covered by
HUL's Project Shakti. A rural
distribution network of HUL,
Shakti was set up to enhance li-
velihoods and build opportuniti-
es for women micro-entreprene-
ursin the hinterland.

Coviddid notdeterthe25-ye-
ar old Dwivedi — a graduate
who hails from a family of far-
mers — from ensuring hand-
wash and hygiene products rea-
ched households in and around
her village. When people didn’t
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Covid, in the beginning there
were many hurdles in getting
products across to households.
Atthesametime, therewasade-
mand for hand washes, deter-
gents and sanitisers — all of
which are required for hygiene
and safety My father travelled to
nearby villages todistribute the-

ral India, as compared to only
25% four years ago. During
these four years, the network
has doubled in number. So in
2020, when logistics got disrup-
ted, it was this very network
that came to HUL's rescue. Ef-
forts put in by the women ent-
repreneurs in dramatically

stepping up physical reach of
products to rural households
is a key reason why these mar-
kets remained somewhat resi-
lient as compared to urban.
HUL executive director (sa-
les & customer development)
Srinandan Sundaram said,
“Shakti has got the scale and is
now part of our mainstream
business. During Covid, this
channel led growth for us. The-
re were enough instances of
Shakti entrepreneurs travel-
ling to distributors to pick up
stocks and come back to distri-
bute to the households in their
vicinity Thisdramatically step-
ped up physical reach of our
products, making them availab-
letopossibly themost vulnerab-
lesections of society.”
Sundaram said Shakti’s
contribution to the turnover
has moved up and it’s now size-
able. “We grew faster in rural
as the Shakti channel signifi-
cantly outgrew overall HUL's

growth,” he said, without reve-
aling the exact numbers.

Other FMCG companies do
not have a Shakti kind of model
in rural areas. But most are
chalking out strategies to incre-
ase rural penetration and are
designing products specifically
for these markets. Procter &
Gamble India is investing in in-
creasing its reach in media-
dark rural areas. It is looking at
stores in these regions as media
vehicles to enhance visibility.
Recently, Nestle India said it
wants to reach around 1.2 lakh
villages over afew years.

On the other hand, continu-
ous focus by Marico to expand
direct reach has enabled the
company in developing a net-
work of 6,200 stockists in the ru-
ral market. This is a growth of
30% since fiscal year 2019. In its
December quarter results state-
ment, Marico said it plans to
further grow the network by
around 20% inacouple of years.



