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Usage for
managing brands
A manager must be a user of the product, says
HR panelist Dushyanl. But Sumllra advocates
gender Indifference while hiring

This case study was first published in BW,
20 October 2003.

UMITRA Sen played with the
stress reliever on her table for a
long time. A small incident the
previous day at the Indian Institute of Management, where she
and her colleagues were having
pre-placement
chats with the
students, kept buzzing in her head. She
had tried to put it off, but it would bounce
back with more vigour each time.
Dushyant Gupta, her colleague and the
vice-president (HR) of Cymbal Industries,
was part of the interviewing panel. Cymbal, a
successful kitchen appliances company, hired
both men and women for its sales and marketing functions. Gender had never been an issue as
the company had never experienced any gender
handicap. If anything, Cymbal prided itself in the
fact that it treated both male and female managers in
the same way and thought that women were equally efficient and competent. The interviewing panel did try and
gauge a woman manager's drive during interviews, but never
went beyond that. But yesterday, while talking to a male student, Dushyant had asked him how he empathised with the category, being as it were, a woman's product and he, a non-user.
Sumitra recalled being startled. How did such a question even
occur to Dushyant, she wondered. Before she could tone that
down, the candidate replied: "I consider myself a consumer of the
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----------~~---------end results of cooking. Hence, I can empathise
very well with the category!" And Dushyant had
gone deeper with that discussion.
Sumitra winced at the very memory of that
exchange. Marketing was typically gender indifferent, she believed. And the genesis for that
lay in her own experience 15 years ago, when
she had joined Senora Cosmetics' marketing
division. And she had joined in the face of a
number of disadvantages: she was an MBAand
there were few women MBAsthen; she was going to be one of the very few women at Senora;
and worst of all, she was being hired in marketing' which was considered a male bastion. A
fourth disadvantage, if one may call it that, was
something she herself had not noticed - Sumitra did not use colour cosmetics. But it was an
obvious and visible disadvantage which
the panel did not let pass very easily.
Sumitra was grilled on her non-usage in the interview for a good 55 minutes. Blandly stating
Senora's recruitment policy, one ofthe panelists
had said: ''As a company we have always held
the view that the women we recruit must be
users of the category." And he justified that
by saying: "This is so that they have a
better understanding
of the category
and a greater affinity and empathy
with users. After all, why else would a
lady choose us over other FMCG
companies?"
But Sumitra had been very upfront and said: "What I am pursuing is a marketing career with a
good marketing-focussed
company. The category does not matter to me." But they prodded her
regardless, saying: "Why does
Senora interest you then, especially since you are a non-user?
But you are young and all young
girls use cosmetics, so how come
you don't? So what are your views
on this category, especially about
those who use colour cosmetics?
Because you see, if you have something against colour cosmetics,
then we can't have you making antistatements!"
As she reminisced, she remembered
saying that she was equally comfortable
marketing chocolates, which took the panel
by surprise! If she got the job, it was simply
owing to her keen perception and marketing
knowledge.
After joining Senora, Sumitra was asked this
question innumerable times. Sometimes she parried
it with a humorous reply, sometimes with a smile, and
sometimes she just fibbed. That was her last coping strategy!
For example, when she met advertising agencies, the media and
other associates, they, too, asked her: "How come you don't use
cosmetics when you are marketing them?" That she had stalled
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with: "Oh, you see we have to keep trying so
much on ourselves in our job that we need to
take a break."
The category was just evolving at that time
and there were enough misconceptions surrounding a woman who used such cosmetics.
Whatever the notions and perceptions about
women who used make-up, Sumitra was a nonuser not because she was against make-up. It
was because she had never developed the
habit! As simple as that, she told herself now. Of
course, a lot had changed in the colour cosmetics business today, but Dushyant's thinking had
not, she thought. In today's multi-skilling environment and one in which men were equally
capable on the domestic front, Dushyant's
question seemed out of place. Her earlier experiences at Senora goaded her to take up the issue with Dushyant.
So, over lunch, she asked him: "Why do you believe that to market a product, you need to know it through usage? And I am referring to the question you asked one male candidate about his empathy with a woman-oriented product!"
Dushyant grinned: "I had a feeling that you would bring it up
soon! Times are different today. If, as a marketer, you are not in
sync with the product through usage, I feel while you may have
some empathy for the consumer, you may not empathise adequately with the product. So your skills in product, consumer or
segment development will be limited. Or, let us say, deficient."
Naturally, Sumitra did not agree. Citing her own example with
Senora, she said: "Today, yes, the frontline girls in colour cosmetics have to be well-groomed, wear make-up tastefully and look
good. The important thing for consumers to see is that these
frontline ladies are looking beautiful 'because of make-up' and
not that 'they are wearing make-up'. Likewise, while selling
kitchen appliances, it is important to show the quality of the results produced by the product, that is, the cooked food. That is the
selling point."
ushyant agreed, but he asked: "Okay, let me take you
through this step by step. For that we will use your own example. As a person who was not a user of colour cosmetics
- and, therefore, put yourself in the place of that male
candidate - how did you view the opportunity to work for
Senora, especially given its category?"
"The category just did not matter to me," said Sumitra. "That is
not what I understood of marketing. Marketing to me meant and
continues to mean, being consumer-centric." Nodding in agreement, Dushyant asked: "If it is chocolates or toothpaste or cars,
the product does not become a point of reference immediately.
But with cosmetics, it is almost obviously and completely a
woman's product. So, when confronted by a career to develop in
that category, the compatability is almost immediately felt! Did
this not happen with you when you wrote the Senora job application? Be honest."
"To be honest, no," said Sumitra. "When you take up marketing
of any category, you need to develop a deep understanding of (a)
the category and its finer nuances; and (b) the consumer. I think
that's what I did when I joined Senora. I was a very keen student!"
But Dushyant was not appeased. He asked: "Okay, go back in time,
Sumitra, don't just talk in retrospect. Didn't your bosses feel uncomfortable with the idea that despite being a woman you were a
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------------~~--------non-user of colour cosmetics? Frankly, I'd have been, at least, if I
was in that company. It's almost like making an anti-statement
about the category!"
Sumitra laughed: "Yes,many of my seniors did wonder about it.
In fact, my immediate boss, Asim Bose, was disconcerted, something he told me only much later. When I rose to the level of marketing manager at Senora, he told me: 'I felt strange talking to a
girl applying to a cosmetics company and admitting that she
never used cosmetics herself I used to worty whether she will fit
into the company, will she understand our business, will she be
able to feel what other women feel, will she communicate the
right feelings into the product?' Bose had this perception that to
market cosmetics, you should be a user to think and feel like one.
That, in fact, was an unwritten policy at Senora too, and Bose was
merely repeating that!
"Worse, he discussed it with his boss, who said: 'Look, she will
either be very good on the job, or a complete disaster. It's a gamble
we have taken. Anyway the only thing going against her is the fact
that she is a non-user!'
''As history proves, I did brilliantly ... shall I tell you about it?"
Sumitra asked teasing Dushyant.
"Oh, you don't need to.lady, I hired you here at Cymbal only after checking your record with a microscope!" said Dushyant. "But
tell me - I am really keen to know this - it certainly would have
impacted your interaction with consumers that you were a visible
non-user?"
"Dushyant, first of all, I was not in selling," said Sumitra. "I was
a marketing person who met consumers only to understand
them. I think that is a very important difference. It's like in theatre:
not all directors have to be necessarily great actors themselves.
But yes, they must know everything about acting and how to extract the best from their actors. A director knows the pulse of the
audience, he knows what they are looking for, what accent on
what kind of emotions will touch a chord, where to emphasise an
emotion, where to pause, when to thrust headlong into a situation
and take the audience by surprise. Isn't this exactly how a marketing operation works?"
Dushyant agreed emphatically. "Good analogy!" he said as
Sumitra added: "I feel that to be a successful marketer, the two
most important attributes are that (a) you must be very sensitive
to others - that comes in very handy because marketing is all
about listening and empathising; and (b) you must be passionate
about marketing. In fact, I realised that the reason I ended up being far more successful in my innovations with the consumer was
because I responded to the innovations from the market's viewpoint, than as a user would. The reason for that was that I did not
ever let my usage and my colour preferences come in the way.

CASE STUDY SPECIAL

When I watched some of the other hardcore users around, I felt
that they subconsciously ended up going with their personal
viewpoint. So I feel that actually my non-usage made me take a
more dispassionate decision than others."
Using her experiences to substantiate her viewpoint, Sumitra
said: "I was the backstage orchestrator of the category at Senora
and it was my own success at marketing despite being a non-user
that helped me fine-tune our recruitment policy. Once I reached a
senior enough position at Senora and started going to campuses
myself for pre-placement talks and interviews, I started looking
for the two attributes that I mentioned earlier. And those managers who had them turned out to be successful marketers! So I
stand by what I believed in.
It is equally true for Cymbal. Marketing is about being consumer-centric, listening to the consumer with empathy and being
passionate about the marketing function. And those were the
qualities I looked for in candidates. After that, I think, even at preplacement talks, we started getting a wider appeal. Senora was
not the kind of company which meant that you had to have a passion for the category - it stood for being a strong marketingdriven company. This even got reflected in the ratings that we got
in independent surveys."

D

ushyant mused as he dug into his food. Then looking up
suddenly, he said: "Say, wasn't the head of Senora a lady?
Didn't she have any reservations or inhibitions about hiring a non-user?" Sumitra smiled wistfully: "What a lady!
Yes, she herself was a heavy user of the category and had
always held the view that the other women who were working on
the brand should also be. Initially, I am sure she also had the same
doubts. But I do not recollect her ever bringing it up with me or
trying to even hint at it. Her discussions with me were centred on
feedback, on formulations and latest trends, both in India and the
rest of the world. So I guess it never came up. Also, she was too decent, graceful, and open-minded a person to have brought up
something like this. She is, of course, personally very close to and
involved with the category. And I am sure it helped, and was an
enabler in its own way. However, to attribute her success to this
factor, I think, is to trivialise her talent and her skills.
"I do, however, remember bringing this whole issue upfront
and discussing it face to face after I had been in the company for
about six years or so. The point I tried to highlight to the board
(and to you now) was that we must understand that the main reason we go to management institutes is to hire top marketing talent. It is for their marketing skills and not for their knowledge or
usage of the category.
In fact, I showed them that with the old policy, we were trying to get 'a bit of this, a bit of that' sort of profile rather
than a cutting-edge marketing professional who
had and certainly should have a sensitivity to the
category and the consumer. In the process, we
were also losing out on our evaluation and
development of the category if it were to be
done only by the lady brand managers.
"My solution was - get the brand managers to manage the brand and get an expert panel comprising ofleading make-up
artists and skin experts to evaluate our formulations and develop new shades. Then you
are being cutting-edge on both the fronts. Of
course, to be able to handle an expert maverick
panel like that and give them clear briefs also re-
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----~--~~~--------quires special skills which we sought in our managers at Senora."
Travelling down Sumitra's memory lane was
one thing. It had its own context in time, its
own flavour and critically, it had happened
in a completely different consumer environment, thought Dushyant. But could that experience be superimposed on Cymbal's cutthroat marketing environment of today?
Thinking on these lines, he asked Sumitra:
"Let us for a moment assume that what you
are saying is correct - that it is not necessary to
be a user of a product to be able to market it successfully. So can it also be said that you really don't
need a woman to head or lead such a business? I am saying all this because I know that there is a move in many companies
to have women heading businesses which cater to women as direct consumers and users. Between you and me, Sumitra, our own
regional heads in South Asia are of that belief. And very soon, our
Indonesian and Thai operations are going to have women businessheads.
"Now, if you analyse this against your own measure - what is
more critical is a sensitivity to the consumer and her needs and not
actual empathy for the product derived from usage - then it certainly puts a big question mark on the current feelings at Cymbal!"
Sumitra was surprised. "That sounds a bit too parochial to me.
But before I launch into the gender debate, you need to look at the
business in a completely different way.When you look at products
like washing machines, food processors and refrigerators, you
also find that there are so many aspects of the consumption
process where the direct user's perception and needs become singularly gender-defined. Like the way a woman approaches the
whole process of washing clothes is so different from the way a
man would think about it. But then a lot of that is not genetic as
much as social training. Men do not use washing machines with
the same regularity or needs that a woman does.
"Even if some men do operate the washing machine, it is more
as operators than users. I mean, do men think about 'is this cycle
going to deliver a clean wash' or do they think, 'I need to press the
following buttons'? But even in doing so, it will be valuable to note
their approach and there could be a learning ground. For men, I
have noticed are more careful with machines. They operate them
in a logical sequence, bearing in mind the need to keep them wellmaintained and usable. So their focus is the mechanics and the
technology, not the end delivery. But that does not take away the
truth that men are consumers of washing machines, even iftheir
regularity of use is less or they are less involved. I would say it's a
choice they make.
In my own home, for instance, the washing machine is operated by my husband and my father-in-law, which validates what I
said about careful usage; they make sure the inner rubber lining is
checked for things like coins and pencils that get thrown out in a
wash, they clean the fluff out and so forth. I can't see women doing
that without being prodded!
"Or take men who cook. This one is in stark contrast to the assumption that women, because they are home-makers, are more
effective in the kitchen and with cooking. But the best cooks in the
world are men! So if you superimpose the principles of that candidate's perception of I am the consumer of the end result', on what
I am saying, then cooking and, hence, cooking accessories,
should be gender indifferent!"
Smiling, Dushyant said: "Sumitra, we must try and give our
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South Asian Board something to think about. They are clearly of
the view that a company making a woman's product must be
headed by a woman!"
"Nonsense!" said Sumitra. "I find this whole gender debate
ridiculous. It is as absurd as what they used to say about sales
being a man's job! I find this whole talk dated, of another era. In
the 21st century, it's about time we evaluated each individual as
just that - an individual and not as a man or woman. Especially since the lifestyles, exposure and habits are common to
the two genders. Sure, there are some fundamental differences
between the two genders and debates on that have been grist
for research mills.
"But in today's times, such differences cannot justify the gender
choice ofleadership. Intrinsically, there are some attributes, some
traits that are more likely to be found in one gender than the other.
And that must be factored in while choosing a leader or a manager, sure.
But does that have anything to do with usage - I don't think so.
There are enough examples around the world of women who
have become very successful in traditionally male-dominated areas - the latest example being of Xerox. Similarly, there are
enough examples of men having been successful in what is perceived to be the female domain - fashion designing, make-up,
skin care, cooking and hair dressing to name a few.
"From my own experience I can tell you that the most successful brand manager who worked with me at Senora was male and
he was handling the make-up category! The way he was able to
pick up the finer nuances of the category and the consumer and
take an objective view was what contributed to some of the most
successful and relevant innovations we had. What one should
look for while recruiting a leader or a manger is a certain skill-set
in an individualthat's it. All things being equal, if it's a toss-up
between a man and woman for a category that, say, is used by
women, then probably go for the woman. Probably. But let's face
it, things are rarely equal!
"I repeat, it's not a gender debate. Yes, it is true that to be a true
and successful marketer you must factor in all perspectives - be
it of end users, lapsed users, non-users, frequent users, trendsetters, whatever. While handling cosmetics, we used to research and
meet a lot of men and women to understand beauty from every
angle as all of them were important for us.
The same holds true for any category as for kitchen appliances
or shoes. Those varied, diverse inputs are critical for product development.
Therefore, can the choice of a leader or manager being of a certain gender be a substitute for meeting these millions of men and
women and their inputs? Let the board answer this!"
•
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No bias please
RAJESH SRIVASTAVA
The author is president, J.K Helene Curtis. An engineering graduate from IIT-Kanpur, he did his MBA
from IIM-Bangalore.
BOARD is entrusted with the responsibility of ensuring that the
management pursues the corporate, social and environmental objectives and, in the process, creates
wealth for its stakeholders. It is not the responsibility of the board to oversee the
day-to-day working of the organisation,
much less to spend time debating whether
a 'user of a category' can bestow competitive advantage to it.
And any member of the executive team
who pushes such decisions up to the board
level is abdicating the responsibility entrusted upon him and does not deserve to
occupy the position.
Today in an environment
of hypercompetition, the marketing function has
metamorphosed from an art to a science.
It is driven by research, systems and
processes, insights and innovation. For
brevity's sake, all this can be condensed
into a single phrase: 'being customer
centric'.
Also, this is an era where every market is
being microsegmented. Take the market
for women's products. It is being microsegmented into 'tweens', teens, young adults,
adults and the 60-plus segment. A unique
brand range is being developed for each
micro segment.
But where is the opportunity for transferring usage expertise to all hese segments? Where is the place for the user of
the category bestowing competitive advantage to it?
We can take recourse to sports, where
the coach is not the 'player' and his job is to
study opponents, current techniques and
new trends, among other things. He also
has to prepare the player to perform successfully. Doesn't this sound similar to
what a brand manager has to do: scan the
environment, imbibe emerging trends,
probe the consumer mind, and bestow
competitive advantage to the brand?
Yes, being a user of a category can perhaps bestow marginal advantage to the

A

brand. This would be somewhat similar to
what a superstar like Amitabh Bachchan
can bestow to his son who has chosen acareer in films. He can generate interest and
trial for him, but the brand will live and
die at the box office based on merit and
not lineage!
On the other hand, if you do not enjoy
such a superstar privilege, you know you
will get only half a chance and, therefore,
you will put in every effort to succeed first
time, ala Hrithik Roshan.
Also, in the world of business today there
are countless examples of non-users handling various categories and doing a commendable job at that.
Take the sanitary napkins category.
Some of the leading brands in this category are handled by men who have given
it a competitive advantage. This is because they had the foresight, humility and
professional discipline to organise consumer panels to understand determinant
attributes of the category, develop products to fill need gaps in the category, do research through in-house product placements, get the communication research
done, track the launch and carry out mid-

Being the user of a
category can bestow
only a marginal
advantage to the brand
- akin to what a
superstar like Amitabh
Bachchan can bestow
to his son who has
chosen a film career
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course corrections and, finally, create a
successful brand.
Let us take the example of alcoholic
beverages. Here, too, there are examples of
people handling brands or running the
company despite being teetotallers. These
people think about their job as a pilot and
depend upon the 'dashboard' to guide
them in the decision- making process.
Of course, the 'dashboard' shows data
that has been mined through structured
market research, consumer contact programmes, etc.
Even if we were to take the example of
other industries, it appears that success is
not gender-specific.
On the flip side, users of a category can
also transfer their bias to the marketing
plan since they might feel that "I am the
user of the brand and since I like this feature, so will other customers".
Such a
mindset can lead in most cases, to unmitigated disaster.
Let us take a closer look at the women's
cosmetics market itself. Research reveals
that women use cosmetics to gain emotional confidence, but the real pay-off is
the desire to win approval and compliments - "Wow! You look gorgeous" from the opposite sex.
Let us take the women's nightwear category. Quite often men buy nightwear to gift
it to their lady friends ... but an insight into
the reason for gifting reveals that it is a gift
men buy for themselves and not for their
lady friend! So who should manage this
category?
A successful marketer is a person who is
customercentric and is systems-, processand insight-driven. In short, one who can
distil customer insight and convert it into a
profitable business opportunity. So where
is the place for 'user' advantage?
And if your money were invested in a
company, will you recruit a person for a
marketing position just because his/her
gender fitted that particular category?
I won't.
•
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A mix of both
GOVIND IYER
An MBA from Wharton, Govind Iyer has worked in marketing and sales for P&G in Australia and India;
Coca-Cola and Heinz India. He is a member of the consumer goods practice at Egon Zehnder India ..
AM fortunate that I can see the case
from both the sides. I can understand
Sumitra's position and can also empathise with Dushyant as I have had a
career in marketing and now in executive search.
The central point of the debate is: do
you need to be a category-user to be a successful marketer? Further, does gender
playa role in one's ability to be effective?
I can understand Dushyant's perspective of wanting to look at a category-user as
an essential attribute while identifying potential candidates. The probability of success is definitely higher, but not assured.
We all tend to adopt the 'safe' path, but in
marketing, innovation, creativity and a bit
of 'risk' deliver outstanding results in the
long run.
A successful marketer needs three attributes: a) Passion b) Consumer Insight c)
Empathy
Passion is not gender-specific and is an
individual's ability to feel excited and motivated by a specific product. It's generally
perceived that for categories like cars and
motorcycles, which are high-involvement
and are highly-priced, it is important to
have somebody who is passionate about
the product for them to be able to market it
successfully.
While that is important especially in
high-involvement purchases, it depends
on the marketers' ability to feel for the
product and the consumer.
Some of the most successful marketing
campaigns have been developed by nonusers. It is because of their ability to learn
from users in the category and the fact that
they come in with an unbiased objective
approach to marketing.
Consumer insight is essential to succeed in marketing. It is important to differentiate 'personal insights' from the consumer's.
In one of my marketing assignments, I
was a user of the category, but did not know
the way the product was used by other con-

I

sumers. On a field visit with an agency person (a non-user), I found an exciting
opportunity to grow volumes through a
new insight. This delivered some outstanding results.
Empathy is about reaching out to the
consumer and understanding their true
feelings, what drives their involvement in
the product and the decision to use it continuously. It is a 'soft' attribute and requires
you to have passion and insight and the
ability to relate to the category.
A good blend of these attributes should
result in strong marketing communication
and delivering value to the end consumer.
We tend to believe that a user of the category will exhibit all these, but this could be
a serious flaw.
First, I may be a user, but I am not involved in the purchase decision and am indifferent to the brand. I, for example, use
whatever toothpaste is available in the
market.
Second, being a category user, there are
times when you pre-suppose your views
about the category as a representative of

A successful marketer
needs three attributes
- passion, consumer
insight and empathy. A
good blend of these
attributes should result
in strong marketing
communication and
delivering value to the
end consumer
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the whole. I feel that being a non-user
sometimes brings out 'a sixth sense' and
enables you to get more involved with the
category.
While evaluating candidates, we found
that some of the most successful marketers
have been non-users of the categories
which include industries like liquor, tobacco, sanitary napkins, cosmetics and
men's toiletries.
At Procter and Gamble, I saw that the
best marketers always went the extra mile
to ensure that they got consumer insight
and what drives product involvement.
Some high-involvement
women's categories (like sanitary napkins) have men as
brand managers and the results speak for
themselves.
But I must say that gender diversity
could result in better marketing. Irrespective of the category, it is always good to get
the views of both the sexes in any category,
as it provides a better understanding.
In such a case, there should be a balance
within the marketing team to ensure that
you are able to identify the appropriate insights and cues to trigger interest in both
sexes.
For example, in home appliances/consumer durables, there are different aspects
and the decision-makers could be either
the men or the women.
Having expressed my view (which I'm
sure agrees largely with Sumitra), I would
say that every case should be taken on
merit and identifying a marketing person
depends on the category, the brand lifecycle, the business needs and, finally, the existing skill-sets in the marketing team.
Organisations that need fresh insights
or are in a very competitive category
should evaluate this more carefully than
others that may need stability.
Gender should play no role in developing successful marketers. But gender 'diversity' would help the team debate issues,
understand consumers and also build
marketing teams.
-
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----------------------------~~--------------------------Across most product categories there is complete parity. In a
quest for brand differentiation, marketers are trying to find consumer insights. These insights must be manifest across all elements of the marketing mix. More important, it must be manifest
in the way marketers think about the brand, says Subhabrata'SG'
Ghosh in conversation with Meera Seth
marketing person must live that life and only then Will
he be able to understand the consumer experience.
A keen and perceptive observer, watching consumers relate to it during usage, can gain more
valuable understanding.
But trying out the
product and experiencing it with the consumer
throws up invaluable insights.

Meera Seth: Cymbal Industries' interviewing panel
did try and gauge a woman candidate's drive during
the interview stage. Undercurrents of gender anxiety do exist and the reasons are often valid.
What is this drive that seems to elude women, or
seems more restrained in their case?
SG: We must recognise that we are still a very
male-dominated society. The classic male archetype manifests itself subconsciously even in work
situations. Sales, production, finance are still very
much preserved as male bastions. Softer functions
like design, marketing and advertising are now accepting women without any gender biases. The male understanding of the role of women is undergoing a serious change and,
in many cases, men do not know how to cope with it. Therefore, in
many instances, men exhibit "but she is a woman, can she do it?" or
"this is not a woman's job" anxiety. A sensible strategy is to move
away from this man-woman transaction and focus on what the job
requires and keep the interview focused on that.

Meera: Being a user of a product may be very
critical. But how do male marketers in categories
like, say, detergents or scourers, develop the 'feel'
and 'experience' for the product? Do marketers
provide inputs to help their teams gain this experiential
insight?
SG: Take scourers. The need for a scourer arises from the need to
clean cooking utensils. What is being cooked drives the need for
different efforts in scouring. For example, heavy use of oil in cooking preparation under high heat for prolonged periods in non nonstick utensils creates the need for heavy scouring. Whereas simple
boiling food creates a completely different scouring need. The first
input from marketing is to the product development team and
that input comes from understanding the effort and the emotions
that a housewife goes through in cleaning utensils in her everyday
life. If one were to construct an emotion map of a housewife going
through the act of cleaning utensils, the lowest of the lows is during
the process of scouring utensils individually with an enormous
amount of elbow effort. There are two components to this: (l) the
physical effort required and (2) the negative emotion associated
with the effort. Today any scourer marketer recognises that the
first step in differentiation is to think of a product that addresses
these two issues. So imagine a 'soak and wash' formulation, which
not only cleans the utensils of all the deposits but also gives it a
clean shining look without the elbow grease. This formulation addresses the housewife's need and removes the emotional lows
from the process. If it is gentle on her hands it would be even better. People with the ability to empathise with the emotions and
build a game-breaking strategy that addresses the consumer issues are most valued by business today. Gender is not the issue.
Marketers are increasingly beginning to recognise this. Not
only are they encouraging their sales and marketing people to go
through" as used by the consumer" experience but are also investing in integrating the consumer right at the top of the value-chain.
Co-creation with the consumer is very much part of the product
and strategy development process in many organisations. If
women are better at co-creating than men in certain product categories, then they are obviously preferred.

Meera: How much value is placed on product experience via usage? Today getting an entry into the consumer's home has become
very cut-throat, so no aspect of marketing is being left to chance, I
guess. How critical is it to have usage experience and empathy?
SG: The consumer goes through an emotional roller-coaster during the usage of any product. It is important to understand what
these emotions are and how they affect the usage of a product or a
brand. The better the understanding of these emotional highs and
lows, the sharper is our focus in identifying the role of the brand in
the consumer's life. For example, if we were to map the usage of detergents in washing clothes, the emotional lows could be the act of
gathering clothes for wash, soaking them in detergent, scrubbing
and washing, rinsing and squeezing the water out. Comparatively,
the highs could be the end of the washing process, putting them
up on the clothesline. Any detergent manufacturer who carefully
maps this process will endeavour to create a formulation that reduces the lows and enhances the highs. His entire marketing strategy will be based on differentiating the brand on how the consumer feels.
Meera: So what is more important - usage experience or understanding the emotional highs and lows during product usage and
the role of the brand in the consumers' life?
SG: Obviously it is the latter. Product usage experience is not a
necessary condition to gain this understanding.
The ability to
identify the emotional highs and lows of usage of a brand is far
more critical. So does usage experience accentuate and facilitate
the understanding of the consumer? To understand how the product impacts on the consumers' emotional and physical needs, a
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----------------------------~~---------------------------to the point it has today. If Sumitra were to apply to a cosmetics
firm today and declare herself a non-user, what would be the
thoughts of a man like Dushyant?
SG:Men like Dushyant may be caught in a thought warp. Successful marketing people have one common trait. They are passionately in love with their consumer and find ways to keep them delighted. If it demands a change in product so be it. When asked the
difference between Starbucks and any other coffee, Howard Schultz said: "They are in the coffee business servicing people. I am in
the people business serving coffee." Being passionately in love
with the consumer creates an intuitive understanding of their
lives, their issues, their preferences. How does a marketing person
get that intuition? Can intuition be learnt? Or taught in a class? Or
created by product usage? Most likely not. Sri Sri Ravi Shankar
once explained intuition as in (as in 'inside') tuition. The learning
inside is emotional learning. That takes place when we open ourselves. People like Dushyantwould
do better if they look for
"open" people whose mission in life is to keep the consumer delighted.
Think of Sony. And i-pod, Sony got stuck in the product 'Walkman'. So they missed the consumer. I-pod became the walkman of
the 21st century! Don't people in Sony use the Walkman? Ask
them. This is what people like Sumitra need to highlight. That is
what should make her valuable.
ample, the food served on flights - airlines swear they have quality control, etc. But have their customer service people actually
eaten food that comes out of foil containers which have been reheated twice, are mushy with the condensingvapours and terribly
mismatched (example idli and chana on a Chennai-Delhi flight)
- and at the same point and time of usage as a passenger? That is
the deficient empathy I am talking about.
SG: Who, how and under what conditions a product is used impacts on a brand's perception. These three elements are constantly impacted by change because consumers live in a dynamic
state. Delighting the consumer is dependent on how a brand's experience keeps track with that change. As consumers become
more discerning, brands need to find newer ways of keeping them
delighted. So just being an actual user is not enough. There are
more fundamental issues here. A real user, by definition, is a consistent and regular user of a product or service. The usage experience is determined over repeated experiences. A positive experience can get reinforced, as can a negative experience. Hence it's
critical to determine customer response in "as used" conditions
constantly and consistently. In the airline example, it may not be
enough to sample food cooked in the flight kitchen. To simulate
the fliers' experience of the food under various conditions, early
morning breakfast on flight to late evening dinners on flight, gives
a far better understanding of what gets served in "as used" conditions. A twice- reheated meal can taste or look quite different from
what the chef prepared! And this is exactly where most products
fail to live up to expectations. Because the product brief was created to satisfy ideal conditions. Surely the chef did not prepare the
menu based on a 'tastes better when reheated twice' proposition!
So what is the learning? The "as used by consumer" condition, a
dynamic condition, is a 'must have' criteria in any product development and marketing brief. Most marketers overlook this. And
very few have any system to collect and act on consumer feedback.
Meera: Times were different when Sumitra applied to the cosmetics company despite being a non-user; the need was for stellar
marketing people; maybe the marketing thinking had not evolved
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Meera: Sumitra says: 'I was not in selling, I was a marketing person
who met consumers to understand them.' Then should sales people be direct users? Besides, how can a company be a strong marketing firm, yet not back it with a team which has a passion for the
product? An easy example is cigarette marketing. Can such a marketing team develop the product without empathy for its use?
SG: Imagine marketing or selling nappies or baby products or
pharmaceuticals, super-expensive watches or cars or jewellery.
This idea that a marketing or a sales person must be an actual user
comes from a myopic view. Sure, they must have a clear understanding of how the product works. How consumers feel during
purchase and use. Although I can't imagine a marketing person in
a pharmaceutical company trying out life-saving products!
I am trying to distinguish between feeling and understanding
the usage experience and being an actual user. In most product
categories usage experience certainly helps in understanding how
the product performs. In fact it's an even brighter idea to try out all
competing products in that category along with consumers. That
is, however, not a substitute for understanding the consumer. A
product tester, like a tea taster has all the usage experience in the
world. Going by Dushyant's logic they should be the best marketing and sales people! Most brands lose their value by being obsessed with the product. Empathy is not about products but about
people and their feelings.
Meera: Sumitra feels that being a user can actually come in the way
of making sensible marketing decisions. Is that possible and how?
SG: Holding extreme points of view is never conducive to the ability to understand consumer behaviour. Sumitra's point of view is
perhaps co loured by her perception that once her mind becomes
opinionated she will refuse to see or understand other or opposing
points of view. That shows an underlying obsession with her personal point of view and a closed mind. Frequently we tend to generalise our own perceptions and negate any opposing view. Particularly in a product-obsessed organisation. There are no rules in
this game. If user experience enhances one's ability to resonate
with consumer experiences, then it would.
•
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