
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  Building brands the Indian way - a report from the Brand 
Finance Forum 

David Tiltman 

Warc Exclusive 

November 2010 

 



 

 
  

 
 
 
 

Building brands the Indian way - a report from the Brand Finance 
Forum 

David Tiltman  

Warc 

India's transformation into a fast-growth market has been one of the big economic stories of the past decade. Yet it has 

arguably been overshadowed by the rise of China as an emerging force in the marketing world. China has become the world's 

second-biggest advertising economy; India's advertising economy is less than 25% of the size.  

The Brand Finance Forum 2010 included a workshop devoted to looking at the opportunities for brands within India, and some 

of the key issues marketers need to deal with in the country. But a word of warning was sounded from the start by Unni 

Krishnan, managing director of Brand Finance India. "India is a slew of contradictions," he said, comparing the recent chaos 

witnessed at the Commonwealth Games in New Delhi with the brand-building panache of top Indian companies such as Tata 

Motors.  

Market Leaders  

The sheer variety of the market was a running theme of the workshop, with several speakers voicing the sentiment that "there 

is more than one India". Professor Rajendra Srivastava, provost and deputy/president for academic affairs at Singapore 

Management University, pointed to the 14 different scripts used across the country. This variety extends into business 

bureaucracy - sales tax can vary hugely from state to state, making a uniform pricing policy difficult to implement.  

An example of a company seeking creative ways around this is Tata Motors, which in 2009 launched its ultra-cheap Tata 

Nano car for the masses. By shipping the car in kits rather than as the finished product, it avoided some of the tax charged for 

moving goods over state lines.  

Professor Srivastava underlined the potential within India. In 2008/09, Chinese automotive sales grew by 55%. In India the 

figure was not as high but was still an extraordinary 42%. Turning to the stock market, Professor Srivastava pointed out that in 

the S&P 500, the market-to-book ratio is 3.1, whereas on the Indian Sensex exchange, the ratio is 5.1. "In India, 80% of 

company value is not in the books," he said. Instead, the value lies in the potential for future earnings - though this potential 

will not last forever. "If companies spend too much time gazing at their navels working out what to do, the opportunity is lost."  

Professor Srivastava named several Indian brands succeeding. They include:  
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l The Tanishq jewellery brand (owned by Tata) offers certificates of authenticity as a way to reassure value-conscious new 

consumers. It is one of the few national jewellery retailers and competes with local brands.  

l Asian Paints recognised that people start spending money on their homes when they earn more than $5,000 a year in 

income. The rapid growth in India's GDP has meant that this portion of society will grow very quickly. Asian Paints has 

invested in distribution, product innovation and advertising to ensure it can compete with 'mom-and-pop' stores.  

l ICICI Bank has focused on building customer base then using its brand platform to cross-sell and up-sell, much as 

Microsoft did in the 1990s. As well as banking, it is involved in life insurance and healthcare. Financial services is 

generally an underserved market in India. It has used innovations in business practices - for example using information 

systems in business decisions - to move ahead of long-established competitors.  

l Bharti Airtel, the telecoms company, is an Indian brand expanding overseas, with interests in Africa. It outsources a lot of 

its service, but its brand and customer care remain central - "it understands the importance of brand," said Srivastava. 

(See video.)  

The Retail Challenge  

Tapping into India's potential is not straightforward. One major hurdle for brand owners mentioned by several speakers was 

distribution; simply ensuring your brand is available to buy is something Western brands have to deal with. Creating 

distribution networks over such a large and at times chaotic country can be tough. Professor Srivastava highlighted Coca-

Cola's purchase of local cola brand Thums Up in 1993. Parle, owner of Thums Up, accepted "a pittance" for the brand 

because it did not understand just how valuable its distribution network would be to Coke.  

Jannie Hofmeyr, Global Innovation Director for Brand and Communications Research at Synovate, agreed that accessibility 

was a major issue. He argued that 36% of brand sales are lost in India due to lack of accessibility, much higher than the global 

average.  

  

The difficulties of doing business in India have made some brands cautious about investing in the market. Professor 

Srivastava argued that many companies overinvest in mature markets because they are more certain of a return. He 

highlighted Japanese technology brands such as Sony, which have been slow to pour resources into India. However, the 

result is that they are losing out ground in an increasingly important market. Rivals such as Samsung and LG have been 
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investing much more heavily in India; crucially, they have set up their own chains of stores to ensure good distribution.  

Professor Srivastava also highlighted the pace of change in this area. Currently, less than 5% of Indian retail is 'organised 

retail', with so-called mom-and-pop stores dominating. However, 'organised retail' is growing, and one result, he said, will be a 

marked rise in private-label products to compete against manufacturer brands. The next five years, he argued, will see major 

changes.  

Cobra: Back To Its Roots  

An interesting case study came from Lord Karan Bilimoria, founder of the Cobra Beer brand. The beer was designed as a 

brand of Indian origin for the UK market, and was positioned as the perfect accompaniment for curry. After success in the UK, 

it sought to build its business in India, and in 2005 started brewing for the Indian market.  

Because of its success as an Indian-inspired brand, Cobra had some awareness in India already, even though it had not been 

sold there previously. It had a "unique positioning", said Lord Bilimoria, as an international brand with its roots in India. But the 

brand had to make some changes. For a start, beer is not an accompaniment to food in India; instead, Indians tend to drink 

water with their food. So it shifted its positioning to 'Effortless fun', developing ads with a strong sense of Indian humour.  

However, advertising was only a small part of its expansion plan. The beer market is highly regulated in India, with limitations 

on how brands can advertise. So the focus of its marketing activity went onto point-of-sale work, with lots of in-store branding, 

as well as sampling activity to get people to try the brand. "You have to be adaptable. In India you have to look at very basic 

promotions."  

Growth in India is now the brand's key challenge. Like market leader Kingfisher, it sells normal and strong variants under the 

Cobra brand. Lord Bilimoria said the Indian beer market was the world's fastest-growing. Currently, 'country liquor' made from 

molasses is the leading drink, and beer is out of the price range of most Indians. But the growing middle class pose a huge 

opportunity, and with half the population under 30, the age split works in beer's favour.  

Future Prospects  

Beer aside, there are plenty of other opportunities in India. Richard Seymour, co-founder of design group Seymourpowell, 

highlighted medicine and health as major opportunities, with conventional medicine sitting alongside local medical practice 

(Ayuverda). Growing pressure on water resources will have an impact on manufacturers of FMCG staples such as shampoo, 

he said. Seymour also highlighted the potential of mobile communications to change business in India, using the growing 

practice of financial transactions by mobile as an example. In some areas, he said, mobile handsets were used more for 

transactions than for voice calls.  

Rapid urbanisation will be a key driver of change, added Hofmeyr - more important, even, than globalisation. He noted that 

urban centres are brilliant environments for brand-building. Urban people in Mumbai and San Francisco are more similar to 

each other than they are to their grandparents, he commented. "Urbanisation strips away culture."  

Powell also highlighted some of the features of Indian society that will affect the way brands are viewed and consumed. Indian 

families are very good at reusing and recycling; containers, for example, may be used for several different purposes before 

being discarded. Brands need to decided how to react to these attitudes toward waste: Cobra, for example, recycles its 

bottles. Some of the big international beer brands do not, in the assumption that the middle classes who can buy premium 
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products will care less about recycling. As Krishnan commented: "The value-consciousness of Indian consumers is something 

that is not widely understood."  

The upshot of the talks is that India has huge potential, but remains a complex, fragmented and fast-changing set of markets. 

For many brands, that has made it a less attractive proposition than China, a market that, said Professor Srivastava, is 15 

years ahead in terms of its economic reforms. But for brands that make right investments now, the future payoff could be 

enormous.  
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