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CROS5-CULTURAL MANAGEMENT

LOCAL MEMOIRS OF
A GLOBAL MANAGER

BY GURCHARAN DAS

Think global, actlocal? Yes, but manégers }ndstisﬁvfn?lbgal and
then apply their insights on a global scale.

: HERE WAS A time when I used
T tostrut about feeling thata “blade

ofgrassisalwaysa blade of grass,
whether in one country or another.”
Now I feel that each blade of grass has
its spot on earth from where it draws its
life, its strength; and so is man rooted to
the land from where he draws his faith,

|‘ together with his life.

In India, ] was privileged to
help build one of the largest
businesses in the world for Vicks
Vaporub, a 100-year-old brand
soldin 147 countries and owned
by Procter & Gamble. Ilearned a
number of difficult and valu-
ahle lessons about business and
about myself. The most impor-
tant lesson was this: to learn to
tap into the roots of diversity in
aworld where global standardi-

§ zation plays an increasingly use-
: ful role.
: “Think global and act local,”
S Boes the saying, but that’s oply
half a truth. International man-
égers must also think local and
then apply their local insights
onaglobal scale. In committing
v Our work we commit to a here
and now; but what we learn
from acting locally is often
Universal in nature,
ingci']lzié:)lizauon does not mean impos-
e worlg;:neous so!utmn.s in a plural-
Vision and _lt means ha ving a global
Cultivat, strategy, !Julll{ also means
b, | mefmms and individual identi-
it gl ns nourishing loFal insights,
Ricabje idef:e_:ms reemp]oymg commu-
e world sinnew geographies around
ae:rll:w[::?ire human beings belong to
tlong t u;;lf and place, the more they
» imes and places. Today's
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best global managers know this truth.
They nourish each “blade of grass.”
At three stages in my life I was
tempted to settle in the West. Each time
I could have chosen to lead the cosmo-
politan life of an expatriate. Each time I
chose to return home. The first after
college; the second when I was based in
the New York office of Vicks; the third

Das:“s;nanglobalmanagmnourisheachbladeofgms
but don't neglect the garden.”

back in a few years,’ but th
become many, un
you are lost in a ]

crowd.”
Yet I think of myself as a global

he P&G world. I be-
lieve my curious life script has helped
to create a mindset that combines the
particular with the universal, amindset
rooted in the local and yet open and
nonparochial, a mindset I find useful in
the global management of P&G brands.

For months I believed that my salary
came from the payroll clerk, so I was
especially nice to her. Then one day I
discovered the most important truth of
my career—I realized who really paid
my salary.

Soon after I joined the company, my
boss handed me a bag and train ticket
and sent me “up-country.” He believed
that you learned marketing only in the
bazaar, so I spent ten of my first 15
months on the road and saw
lots of up-country bazaars.

On the road, I typically
would meet our trade custom-
ers in the mornings and con-
sumers in the evenings. In the
afternoons everyone slept. One
evening I knocked on the door
of a middle-class home in Su-
rat, a busy trading town 200
miles north of Bombay. The lady
of the house reluctantly let me
in. I asked her, “What do you
use for your family’s coughs and
colds?” Her eyes lit up, her face
became animated. She told me
that she had discovered the most
wonderful solution. She went
into the kitchen and brought
back a jar of Vicks Vaporub and
a kettle. She poured a spoon of
Vaporub into the boiling kettle

manager within t

when | was in Mexico running our
nutritional foods business, when once
again I came home to earn a fraction of
what I would have earned abroad.

I ask myself why I keep returning to
India. 1 have thrice opted for what
appeared to be the less rational course
in terms of career and money, The only
remotely satisfying answer | have found
comes from my enigmatic uncle who
said, "You've come back because as a
child you listened to the music of your
mother's voice, They all say, 'I'll be

and inhaled the medicated
vapors from the spout.

“If you don’t believe me, try it for
yourself,"” she said. “Here, let me boil
some water for you."”

Instead of drinking tea that evening
we inhaled Vicks Vaporub. As I walked
back to my hotel, I felt intoxicated: I had
discovered it was she who paid my
salary. My job also became clear to me:
I must reciprocate her compliment by
strivingrelentlessly to satisfy her needs.

When I became the CEO of the com-
pany I made a rule that every employee

continued on page 64
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will tend to perceive it as more favo-
* rable to your point of view than it really
{8, The opposite holds true when an
idea falls into your latitude of rejec-
\ion—you'll perceive it to be more
unacceptable than it really is.

Sheriff’s findings argue that the strat-
egy with the greatest potential of accep-
tance belongs to messages that approach
but do not exceed the audience's limits
of neutrality—that part of their think-

ing about the same issue on which they
are neutral or undecided.

People are motivated to communi-
cate by needs, theirs as well as the
audience’s. To know the other person’s
emotional and logical needs—to iden-
tify the audience—is tobecome instantly
aware of the approaches and arguments
it will take to satisfy them. Knowing to

whom you are speaking more than
makes communication possible. It
makes it likely.

Objectives and messages. There
are two concepts that define the objec-
tive of every strategic communication:
awareness and conviction. You report
to the boss. Isn’t that to make him aware
of your progress? You meet with em-
ployees to discuss performance reviews.

Aren't you out to convince them you've

been fair in your evaluation? What is

not intended to create awareness must
be intended to create conviction.
Though at first glance the choice be-
tween awareness and conviction as your
objective may seem less than critical,
don’tbe misled. Strategic outcomes turn
on the consistency between your objec-

tive and the thought you wish to im-

plant. When your objective is to create

awareness but your message deals with

conviction, you can practically hear the
nail screech across the blackboard. On
the other hand, render the subject and
object in harmony and what you make
can be music to the audience's ears.
Many would-be communicators of-
ten allow themselves to fall into the trap
of treating awareness and conviction as
interchangeable parts, Instead of pro-
ducing a clear and single-minded com-
munication, a message out of sync with
its objective is a double signal. And like

all equivocation, it confuses more than

it compels.

Because the content of messages in-
tended to create awareness is either

new or new to the audience at hand

there is probably no built-in audience
resistance, no structural disbelief, to
contend with. Messages intended to
produce conviction bear an extra bur-
den. Sure, they have to encourage re-
gpondents to start doing or thinking one
thing. But at the same time, they have to
encourage those same respondents to
stop doing one thing to thinking an-
other—the very thing that prevents them
from agreeing with you in the first place.
Here's an example. Your team didn’t
make the numbers this period. Do you
tell the boss you fell short by 3% due to
factors beyond your control and let it go
at that? Hardly.

What you do is provide him with the
support it takes to suspend his disbe-
lief. So you tell him that the soft spot in
operating profit before taxes is due
entirely to an unbudgeted factory vari-
ance caused by higher energy costs.

The ability to recognize the distinc-

tion between the two strategic objec-
tives—awareness and conviction—does
not guarantee your message will work.
What it does guarantee, though, is an
edge, more of a fighting chance to per-
suade, inform, and inspire your peers,
subordinates, and superiors.

Tonality. Meaning doesn’t reside so
much in words as it does in the context
in which those words are placed. So,
having made the effort to think through
the identity of the target audience and
develop a strategic communication
objective and message, how can we be
sure the words we choose are under-
stood in the way we mean them to be?

Because language is an inexact means
of sharing ideas, audiences rely on such
nonverbal considerations as gesture,
timing, communication site, and more,
for clues to interpret what you are say-
ing. Together these constitute a tonal-
ity, a mood, that alerts the audience to

understand your message in a way that
,  is beyond words.

Leveraging tonality is something yoy 2
do on a daily basis, but probably onan
unconscious level. For instance; as 3
ranager you're asked to explain to
your clients a minor change in billing
practice. By sending an overnight letter
to deliver the news, you'd run the dan-
ger of attaching too much urgency toit,
creating an atmosphere that raises
more questions than answers. Instead,
you matter-of-factly integrate the news
into your next regular contact. The
low-key tone helps your customers
put the new policy into proper pe '
tive. B

When the objective of your commu-
nication is to create awareness, the
tonality of your communication sk
seek to establish a rational, more orless
matter-of-fact air. The opposite is ¢
when you are out to promote convie

tion. '-'j:
In the largest sense, the wholei
strategic tonality honors the first con*
mandment of management: Thou sb
not create surprises. When yous
think about it, that’s what profe o
management is really all about: Estab
lishing a predictable surprise-free &
mate.
As managers, we are condil
not only to anticipate problems Bi
correct them before they sneak into %
work. Later, senior manag
ures us by our ability to actually el
on our plans, surprise-free. 5
Seen in this context, a DUSEE
message in conflict with its “
nothing less than a surprise. Thein® -
sistency catches its audience o €
Ambiguity stops them cold. And
that—pfftt!'—there goes recept vity, &
down the tube. - 4
Striking the right tonality 4%
just happen. You have to workatit®
in the end, it makes the differéc®
tween words that merely read |
a communication that really
Tonality is that part of
makes sure what you preach &
you practice. O
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1o et a payoff in good ideas to im-
i’;m.; our products and services. As to
':He ladv in Surat, we quickly put her
\deas into our advertising. She was the
it consumer to show me a global
—s.,Ht in my own backyard.

Two vears after I joined P&G, I was
sromoted to brand manager. I noticed
we were building volume
srongly in the South but having
rouble in the North. I asked
myselfwhetherIshould try to fix

.the North or capitalize on the
‘momentum in the South. I chose
:the latter, and it was the right
*choice. We later discovered that
 Nrth Indians don't like to rub
| Bings on their bodies, yet the
-2 important lesson was that
*£ 5 usnally better to build on
M stength than to try and
ii”:ﬁ;geakness. Listen toand
- the market. Resist the
—Pations to impose your will
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headaches during the day. Vaporub was
succeeding precisely because it was not
a balm; it was a rub for colds.

Every brand manager since has had
to learn the same lesson. It is of utmost
importance to know who you are and
not be led astray by others. Tap into
your roots when you are unsure. You
cannot be all things to all peaple,

When I took over the brand we were
spending most of ouradvertising rupees
in the winter, a strategy that worked in
North America and other countries.

However, my monthly volume data
stubbornly suggested that we were ship-
ping a lot of Vaporub between July and
September, the hot monsoon season.
“People must be catching lots of colds
in the monsoon,” I told my boss, and I
got his agreement to bring forward a
good chunk of our media to the warm
monsoon months. Sure enough, wewere
rewarded with an immediate gain in
sales.

Another factor in our success was
the introduction of a small five-gram
tin, which accounts for 40% of our
volume. At first it was uol‘ successful, so
we had to price it so that it was cheaper
to buy four five-gram tins than a 19-
gram jar. The trade thought we wet:u
crazy. They said no one would buy the
profitable jar; they would trade down to

the tin. But that didn’t happen. Why?
Because we had positioned the tin for
the working class. We were right in
believing that middle-class consumers
would stay loyal to the middle-class
size.

We learned our most important les-
son about tapping into the roots of di-
versity shortly after I became head of
the company in the early 1980s. We
found ourselves against a wall, The
chemists and pharmacists had united
nationwide and decided to target our

company and boycott our prod-
ucts in their fight for higher
margins from the entire indus-
try. Productivity at our plant was
falling, while wages kept rising.
As aresult, our profitability had
plummeted to 20% of sales.

Beset by a hostile environ-
ment, we turned inward. The
answer to our problems came as
aflash of insight about our roots,
for we suddenly realized that
Vicks Vaporub and other Vicks
products were all natural, herbal
formulas. All their ingredients
were found in thousand-year old
Sanskrit texts. What was more,
thisancient Ayurvedic system of
medicine enjoyed the patronage
of the government. If we could
change our government registra-
tion from Western medicine to
Indian medicine, we could ex-
pand our distribution to food
shops, general stores, and street
kiosks and thus reduce depend-

ence on the pharmacists.

We went to the government in Delhi,
which was impressed to discoverall the
elements of Vaporub’s formula in the
ancient texts. They advised us to check
with the local Food and Drug Admini-
stration in Bombay. The FDA regulators
couldn't find a single fault with our
case and promptly gave us a new regis-
tration.

Loand behold, all the obstacles were
gone! Our sales force rapidly expanded
the distribution of our produets to the
nondrug trade, tripling the outlets which
carried Vicks to roughly 760,000 stores.
Consumers were happy that they could
buy our products at every street comner.

Finally, we decided to return the
compliment to the Indian system of
medicine. We persuaded our headquar-

continued on page 66
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ters to let us es! e R&D center to My experience in Mexico indicates
ipvestigateadditiovalall-natural thera-  that many expatriate managers li\.: 5
ies for coughs and colds. When I first “golden ghettos” of ease with ]iEZIIIn
mooted this idm.’ my }‘vmlsus at lhel head  genuine contagf with locals other lhar?
office in the United States practically  servants, Is it any surprise that they

fell off their chairs. Slowly, however,  become isolated and complain of root-

the idea grew on them.

lessness and alienation in their new

The story of Vicks in India brings up  environment? The lesson for global
s mistaken notion about how multina- companies is to give each internﬂgtional
tionals build global brands. The popu- manageralocal “mentor” who will open
doors to the community. Ultimately,
however, it is the responsibility of indi-

lar concept is that you start with a
owerful brand name, add standard-

ized product, packaging and ad-
vertising, push a button, and
bingo—you are on the way to
Ecapturing global markets.
 Marlboro, Coke, Sony Walkman,
gand Levis are cited as examples
: of this strategy.
©  The Vicksstory demonstrates
“at least one key ingredient for
global market success: the im-
portance of local passion. If local
managers believe a product is
theirs, then local consumers will

of Indian consumers a few years
& showed that 70% believed

10y roots reinvigorated me as a
per g
;%00 and brought a certain

45, Seﬁ;srltlhto see fam'iliar brown
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Vicks was an Indian brand! little genuine contact with locals

There are also psychic re-
¥ards for the manager who in-

trsten LOCI that they become isolated and

My experience in Mexico indicates
believe it, too. Indeed, a survey that many expatriate managers live and managers whose local ‘

“golden ghettos” of ease with

et complain of rootlessness and
. g i . . . . .
Iosch skl alicnation in their new environment?

vidual managers to open their minds,
plunge into their local communities,
and try to make them their own,

The winners in the new borderless
economy will be companies that make
best use of the richness of experience
they get from their geographical diver-
sity. Multinational companies have a
natural advantage over local firms be-
cause they have talented people solvirlng
similar problems for identical brands in
different parts of the world, and these
brand managers can learn from each
other’s successes and failures. If a good
idea emerges in Egypt, a smax:t manager
in Malaysia or Venezuela will at least

ive it a test,
" Business truths are invariably lpcal
in origin, but they are often expressions
of fundamental human needs that are

thesame worldwide. Local insights with
a universal character thus can become
quickly global—only in the hands of
flexible, open-minded managers who
can translate such ideas into new
circumstances with sensitivity and
understanding. My admonition to think
local is only half the answer. Managers
also must remember to think global.
The insights we glean from each micro-
cosm are ultimately universal.
Organizational specialists often fear
that companies will demotivate
their local managers by asking
them to execute standardized
global marketing packages. If
they impose these standardized
marketing solutions too rigidly,
then this fear may be justified.
However, this does not happen
in successful companies. In fact,
the more common disease in a
global company is the “not in-
vented here” syndrome, which
especially afflicts subsidiaries

triumphs have left them arro-
gant and unwilling to learn from
successes in other parts of the
world.

other than servants. Is it any surprise For all our efforts to tap into

the roots of Indian pluralism, we
were dealing withaglobal brand.
The product itself, the position-
ing, and the packaging were
basically the same everywhere.
Global brands are not free-for-
alls, with each subsidiary doing
its own thing. It took us six
months, for example, to persuade our
marketing people to try a new advertis-
ing idea for Vaporub that came from
Mexico.

It is deeply wrong to believe that
going global is a one-stop packaged
decision. Local managers can add
enormous value as they tap into local
roots forinsights, But it is equally wrong
to neglect the integrity of the brand’s
core elements. Smart global managers
nourish each blade of grass without ne-
glecting the garden as a whole. Q
Excerpted from Harvard Business Review, March-April
1993. Copyright 1993 by the President and Fallows of the

Harvard College. Boston, MA 02163, U.S.A. All rights
reserved

Gurcharan Das, former chairman and managing divector of
Procter & Gamble India, is vice president and manag| ‘ﬂl
director of worldwide strategic planning for health
beauty care at P&G. Ho is the author of a novel, A Fine
Family (Penguin, 1990), and three plays,
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