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Unilever’s portfolio ranges from nutritionally balanced foods to indulgent ice 
creams, affordable soaps, luxurious shampoos and everyday household care 
products. It produces world-leading brands including Lipton, Knorr, Dove, Axe, 
Hellmann’s and Omo.  

Since the company was established in the 1890s, brands with a social mission 
have been at the core of its business, and now corporate responsibility underpins 
its strategy. 

In 2010 the Unilever Sustainable Living Plan was launched – a set of targets 
designed to help Unilever deliver its objective of growing its business while 
minimizing its impact on the environment. 
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LCF: 

I would like to start by asking you a 
general question. What do you think the 
challenges and opportunities are for Asia 
as a whole? 

Harish Manwani: 

The biggest opportunity for Asia is truly 
a generational one. Only once in several 
generations do you see this tectonic 
shift in the economic center of gravity. 
You can sense the irreversible shift 
towards Asia and other emerging 
markets. The entire population growth 
and most economic growth is going to 
come from the developing world, with 
Asia generally leading the way. It 
doesn’t take a rocket scientist to 
forecast that developing markets, and 
specifically Asia, will shape the 
economic future of the world. 

So that’s the opportunity, and businesses 
will inevitably follow the population and 
the money. On both counts, the world 
has converged on the developing 
markets. In the past, there was a 
population base but not the purchasing 
power. Now you have both. You have the 
BRICs and most of the countries with a 
population of 100 million plus in the 
developing world. Asia is booming and 
people are already beginning to look at 
Africa as the next frontier. 

The nature of the interdependence 
between the consuming world and the 
supplying world is changing. Until five 
years ago, people said China 
manufactured for the world, and the US 
consumed to keep the world economy 
going. Interestingly, there is now a 
convergence between the consuming 
world and the supplying world. 
Increasingly, consumption is shifting to 
the developing markets. This is an 
exciting opportunity because it is no 
longer about consumption taking place in 
one part of the world and supply taking 
place in another. 

So a few things have changed. Not so 
long ago, there was this sense that 
developing and emerging markets were 
more volatile, susceptible to boom-and-
bust cycles and therefore high risk. The 
new reality is that the current economic

crisis has its roots in the developed 
world. There is more economic stability in 
the developing world and the rising 
middle class is fueling domestic demand. 

The challenges are as obvious as the 
opportunities. The first challenge, and I 
think the biggest one, is talent. The pace 
of growth currently far exceeds the 
availability of talent and this limits the 
capacity to sustain the pace of economic 
growth. The capability gap is going to be 
the biggest challenge in fueling growth in 
the developing world. The fact of the 
matter is that while these markets 
represent the bulk of the world’s economic 
growth, the number of patents, for 
example, coming out of China and India is 
barely a fraction of what the United States 
is producing. 

India is supposed to be the IT capital of 
the world, yet it produces less than 1,000 
PhDs per year compared to the United 
States, which produces some 50,000 
PhDs every year in IT-related areas. In my 
view, we see too much focus on building 
economic capital and too little focus on 
building intellectual and human capital in 
Asia. These are two different and equally 
important aspects for sustaining quality 
growth. 

I believe that the developing world has to 
work harder to create an ecosystem that 
balances economic growth (while 
building economic capital) with building 
intellectual and human capital. There are, 
of course, millions of graduates, including 
engineering graduates, spewing out of 
our colleges. But employability is not 
high. These are red hot economies, and I 
believe capacity building and creating an 
activity system that will help develop 
intellectual capital has to be high up on 
every single corporate and government 
agenda. That, to my mind, is the biggest 
challenge. 

LCF: 

It goes far beyond human capital. It really 
goes much deeper than that. 

Harish Manwani: 

It does. And why is intellectual capital 
important? The lifeblood of sustainable 
growth is innovation. Talent generates 
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innovation, and talent always migrates 
toward ecosystems that encourage 
innovation. For example, I don’t think 
there is a Silicon Valley equivalent in the 
developing world and, in general, anyone 
from India with a PhD will still say the 
best academic institutes are all in the 
West. I don’t wish to be completely black-
and-white here, but just want to 
underscore the challenges. This will 
change, but currently the economic 
change is far more visible. Changes 
related to human and intellectual capital 
now have to keep pace; this is one of the 
big challenges. 

The other challenge, I think, is social and 
relates to income disparities. You can no 
longer run societies with disparities of the 
kind that are visible in our part of the 
world. It is impossible to simply lift 
everybody up at the same time, and we 
have to start somewhere. However, I think 
being conscious that you have to pay a 
social toll in your economic journey is an 
important concept to remember. While 
growth is important, it is equally important 
to have inclusive and equitable growth in 
the long term. The pulls and tugs of 
society demand that you balance growth. 
The balance between economic growth 
and social and human development is an 
important one. 

The third challenge – and I think this is an 
increasing reality everywhere in the world 
– is that the only constant is change. The 
pace of change is too fast and, often, 
unpredictable. The days of long-term 
planning and predicting the future on the 
basis of the past are gone. The most 
important challenge for businesses is to 
create a point of view about the future 
and, at the same time, manage the short 
term more dynamically than ever before. 

LCF: 

And when you say create a point of view 
you mean: Where are we going? Where 
are we heading? 

Harish Manwani: 

It’s an “and-and” agenda which says you 
have to have a long-term point of view 
and at the same time you have to 
manage your business here and now,

dynamically. But you have to do both at 
the same time.  

Where is the world heading? I believe the 
only way to get a glimpse of the future is 
to look around the world now, because 
the future is already being played out 
somewhere today and sometimes we 
don’t look hard enough. 

The pace of change is so fast that what 
looks like a small event or incident, or a 
niche, can actually overtake the world 
tomorrow. Whether it is internet 
technologies or social networking, this 
world is moving fast. But, the good news 
is that you can see this rapid change 
going on in some part of the world, and 
you can pick up from there to project the 
future. For me, leadership is all about 
having an informed point of view. 

This is not simply a question of right or 
wrong. It is about a point of view. In a fast-
changing world, you need a sense of 
destination and consistency of values. 
You need to be anchored in a larger 
purpose and have a non-negotiable “true 
north” to guide you through uncertain 
times. And that brings me to an important 
dimension of growth. 

We often refer to growth in terms of 
consistent growth, competitive growth 
and profitable growth. But there is a 
fourth dimension: responsible growth. 

Business growth is indeed crucial to 
economic development and social 
progress. It is business which, over the 
past decade, has lifted nearly a billion 
people in India and China out of poverty. 
Even countries like the UK and the US 
need business growth – to provide 
employment and support their social 
systems. Going forward, emerging 
markets will lead this growth; however, 
this growth will not be without its 
challenges as well as its opportunities. 
According to the World Wildlife Fund, if 
everyone consumed like UK citizens, we 
would need three planets, and like US 
citizens, we would need five planets. 
Unfortunately, we only have one, and 
therefore, we need to grow differently. 
We need to find a way to grow within the 
limited resources of one planet. And this 
is what I mean by responsible growth.
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Take Unilever’s Sustainable Living Plan. 
It talks about doubling the business but at 
the same time halving our environmental 
impact. This is a dimension of 
responsible growth that will be crucial in 
the long term. 

LCF: 

As a leader, what challenges does that 
pose for you? 

Harish Manwani: 

As a leader, you have to get excited 
about the opportunity. If you only think 
about the challenges, they can drown 
you. And I think the opportunities are 
huge. If you’re operating in Asia, the first 
thing to consider is that the norms have 
changed. The table has been raised and 
this is exciting. Take Unilever, for 
example. When we say 70% of Unilever 
will be in the developing world, I would 
never have thought that would be 
possible when I joined the company 35 
years ago. 

And how, then, do you create a strategic 
agenda to prepare for that? That’s the 
exciting part. How do you cope with 
challenges? First, by having a well-
defined sense of purpose; for an 
organization this is mission critical no 
matter how dynamic the world is, or in 
fact because the world is so volatile. It’s 
important not only for the people who 
work for you but also for the business to 
have a framework and context within 
which decisions are being taken. 

LCF: 

Is it also important for you, personally, to 
align yourself with that purpose? 

Harish Manwani: 

Yes, absolutely. Companies talk about 
managing by objectives (MBO). I think it’s 
all about managing by vision. Not only 
having a vision – there is a difference 
between the two. I think it’s really 
important that businesses have a clear 
and well-defined sense of purpose in 
terms of where they’re heading. That 
becomes your true north that guides you 
through all the choppy waters and 
challenges. 

The second thing you have to focus on is 
talent, talent and talent. As a leader, if you 
cannot put talent development and 
organizational capabilities right at the top 
of your agenda, you are not going to win 
this game. For example, when you bring in 
expatriates to run a business in China, 
their key objective has to be that in five 
years’ time we will build a bench strength 
locally that is as good as anywhere in the 
world. That’s an important business target 
now, and not a side act anymore. 

The third thing is systems and processes 
in an organization that allow you to truly 
manage your business dynamically and 
prepare for a real-time world. Information, 
and in particular analytics, is key 
because decision making has to happen 
real-time now – and speed is the new 
currency. 

And the fourth bit is that you have to 
remain completely connected with the 
external world – with your consumers 
and communities. You need to spot the 
trends and have foresight. 

Digitization, for example. How do you 
keep on top of this game? Business has 
to have a point of view. How is 
digitization going to impact the way we 
do business, the way we talk to our 
consumers? If you don’t have a point of 
view and if your strategies do not reflect 
these mega trends, you’re finished. 

I keep referring to a sense of purpose 
and a point of view about the world 
because if you asked me to pick two 
things that absolutely describe leadership 
that’s what they would be. If you don’t 
have a point of view about the world, 
what are you going to create? And if you 
don’t have a sense of purpose, you don’t 
have a rudder to sail your ship. 

LCF: 

It was interesting when we visited a 
telephone company in South Africa, and 
it was talking about the next phase in its 
development, which is to become a bank 
because mobile phones are becoming 
credit cards… 

Harish Manwani: 

This is the whole idea behind 
convergence of opportunities. Back when 
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you and I were students, Theodore Levitt 
asked, “What business are you in?” He 
gave the example of railroad executives 
who defined their business narrowly as 
“business of railroads” when they were, 
in fact, in the business of transportation. 
He called this “marketing myopia.” In 
today’s technological world, the 
traditional boundaries of business are 
blurring. We now need to define our 
business more broadly to avoid getting 
repositioned or even obsolete. 

LCF: 

There are people coming into each 
other’s markets very naturally – and 
inconveniently for some of the traditional 
operators. 

Harish Manwani: 

Yes, exactly. You have to constantly ask, 
“How could our business be redefined?” 
Take advertising, five or six years ago, 
marketing was all about what you put on 
television. Today, it’s changing so rapidly 
that there’s a whole generation coming 
that may never switch on a television, so 
we’d be blind, as marketers of fast-
moving consumer goods, to think that we 
can talk to this coming generation 
through television. 

Marketing now requires a whole new way 
of communicating with consumers. It’s a 
different set of skills. It’s a different 
business. I think we underestimate e-
commerce. At some stage, people will 
just not want to shop the way they used 
to. We probably talked about this 20 
years ago, but there is a point of 
inflection where things begin to happen. 
Disintermediation is a huge trend and this 
impacts all our businesses. Take 
banking, when was the last time you 
visited a branch since internet banking 
was introduced? So, building 
organizational capabilities for tomorrow’s 
world is key. 

LCF: 

I’m intrigued by the people point. Can we 
focus on that a little, because attracting, 
retaining are words that we have heard a 
lot as being the key dimensions of the 
world. To a certain extent you can invest 
a lot of effort in retention, but how do you  

do that? What are the key elements you 
should look for there? 

Harish Manwani: 

Any good organization will build a solid 
hardware of talent management – good 
practices in recruitment, retention and 
development. However, it is the software 
that differentiates the organization. You 
have to start first by recognizing that 
there is no premium on loyalty but there 
is a huge premium on commitment. 
When young people who join the 
company ask me, “How long have you 
been in the company?” I say, “I’ve 
worked here for 34 years, but I don’t 
expect to get a medal just for being here 
34 years.” The medal I would expect to 
get is for spending 34 years being 
committed. So I say, “My expectation 
from you, as young managers, is not your 
loyalty, but your commitment. When you 
are working with Unilever, are you 100% 
committed? 

The challenge, therefore, for leadership 
is to create commitment. Not just loyalty. 

I think this is where the software of the 
organization is important. Young people 
want to relate to who you are as an 
organization and what you do. Unilever 
sells soap and soup, but the reason why 
some of us have worked here as long as 
we have is the way we have sold soap 
and soup. The “how” dimension of 
business is becoming increasingly more 
important than the “what” dimension. It’s 
the values of this organization and its 
commitment to the communities in which 
it operates. In many parts of the world – 
Indonesia, India, Brazil – Unilever is seen 
as a local company… their company. 
And that is fantastic. 

In many ways, I know it’s very 
fashionable to talk about shareholder 
value and so on, but I would say that 
business performance is minimum table 
stakes. It’s how you conduct your 
business performance that’s going to get 
the right people to walk through your 
door. And that’s also an important aspect 
of attracting and retaining talent. Lastly, 
experience is not the only qualification. 
Obviously I say this with all the expected 
caveats. Experience is a necessary but 
not a sufficient condition. Giving the right  
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people the right breaks at the right time in 
a fast-changing environment is more 
important than just giving breaks to 
people who have experience. You often 
have to take risks with people as indeed 
you have to do with your business. 

LCF: 

What you’re also talking about is a 
completely new way of learning. You give 
people the space and as a result they 
take the space and probably a bit more, 
and the only thing you do is ensure that 
they don’t ruin your reputation and your 
business. 

Harish Manwani: 

Exactly. 

LCF: 

Or you put your foot on the brake later, 
not before. 

Harish Manwani: 

I agree, that’s a very important point. The 
framework of organizations has to be 
around values. These are non-negotiable. 
I don’t give people tons of manuals about 
do’s and don’ts. People have to know how 
to navigate themselves. When I got my 
first iPad, you know what really amazed 
me? I opened the box and there was no 
instruction manual. 

Today you cannot run your talent through 
manuals. You have to use an ingrained 
value system, an intuitive operating 
framework: people’s intuitions, within a 
non-negotiable value system. Be clear on 
the values and let them intuitively figure 
out the organization, the plumbing, the 
wiring. Plumbing and wiring are good, but 
the problem sometimes with 
organizations is that they throw too much 
process at people. 

When I ran Latin America, Unilever was 
moving from a country to a regional 
structure. It was the right thing to do but 
people were getting obsessed internally 
with who will do what in the new 
operating framework. At one of my first 
leadership events, in which the top 100 
Latin American leaders participated, I 
asked them to bring their operating 
manuals. Throughout the day, we 

discussed a common set of goals and our 
definition of business success. At the end 
of that day, we gathered in an open area 
to watch the sunset. Everyone was given 
a lighter, and just as the sun set I said, 
“Now, put a torch to the operating 
framework. From here on, no one is 
going to consult the framework,” and that 
is the point at which we moved from roles 
to relationships. You cannot run an 
organization through manuals. It’s 
intuitive. If you’ve got a problem, you pick 
up the phone and talk to the right person. 
The glue is always common goals and 
values. 

This doesn’t mean there is no plumbing 
and wiring. There is, but it does not have 
to be visible. It’s as if we decide to switch 
on the light. All you should need to do is 
flick a switch or press a button. Behind 
the wall and above the false ceiling there 
is a lot of wiring. But what is most 
important is that the light comes on when 
we flick the switch. Imagine if we turned 
this whole room inside out so that all the 
wires were on the outside and the switch 
was on the inside. That’s the kind of 
complication you don’t want in 
organizations. Plumbing and wiring are 
best kept hidden. 

So, when people walk into an 
organization, don’t bombard them with 
processes and manuals. Allow their 
intuition to work, but make sure that the 
corporate purpose and values are clear 
and non-negotiable. I would much rather 
give them a book on the code of business 
principles and nothing else. 

LCF: 

Short and sharp. 

Harish Manwani: 

The important thing is to unleash the joy 
of doing business. People enjoy seeing 
the fruits of their efforts and 
achievements in an organization, the joy 
of converting plans into a P&L, what I call 
the joy of doing business. 

The reason I got excited during my early 
years with Unilever was because I could 
go and do things in the market, and I could 
convert plans into tangible business 
results. Business must be successful and  
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responsible, but it must also be fun. 
That’s the fifth dimension: consistent 
growth, competitive growth, profitable 
growth, responsible growth and fun. For 
example, Ben & Jerry’s motto is “If it is 
not fun, why do it?” 

LCF: 

And if you don’t enjoy it, if you don’t have 
fun, there’s no energy, it becomes a 
drain, and you’ve got tired people just 
filling in time. 

Harish Manwani: 

This is why a performance culture is so 
important, because that’s what makes 
business fun. It establishes clear goal 
posts in terms of expectations. It provides 
everyone who works in the organization 
with a clear definition of what winning is, 
and how to score a goal. I believe that’s 
more important than telling colleagues, 
“This is the task you will do. This is what 
you won’t do.” We need to help our 
people define success and then achieve 
success. 

LCF: 

And then leaders have to allow space for 
each circumstance, provide the view, the 
direction in which we’re going. 

Harish Manwani: 

Ultimately, what’s the definition of a 
leader? Leaders have followers. That’s 
the definition of leadership. 

LCF: 

Otherwise you’re not a leader. 

Harish Manwani: 

A good leader has followers. And you 
don’t have followers if you are not 
authentic, if you don’t have a clear sense 
of purpose, if you don’t develop people. 
Everything else comes from that. People 
never follow a position or a title. I’m 
convinced about that. People don’t follow 
the president of XYZ, for example. They 
do a job with him, treat him as a boss, 
but they don’t necessarily treat him as a 
leader, unless they believe in him. 

So I think you have to be constantly 
asking yourself, “Do I have a 
followership?” Followership comes from 
defining a compelling vision, a point of 
view about the future, challenging and 
supporting at the same time, more 
importantly developing people to be 
bigger than you. All that good stuff 
creates the followership. One thing that 
never goes out of fashion is a good, solid 
sense of corporate purpose and values. 
People are at their best when they can 
be themselves. The worst enemy of 
organizations is when people have to put 
on a mask as soon as they approach the 
office door. So it’s not just about 
authentic leadership. It’s about authentic 
organizations. I know Unilever is an 
authentic organization. It has its own 
DNA. It’s got its own code. It’s not 
robotic, and therefore people relate to it. 

LCF: 

In addition to being on the Unilever 
Executive Board, you are, if I’m not 
mistaken, on other boards in a non-
executive capacity. Given that 
experience, how do you see the role of 
boards changing in the future? 

Harish Manwani: 

Nowadays I don’t think that board 
members can be passive observers. 
While the role of the board is still not, of 
course, to run the business, their job is to 
ask the right questions at every stage, 
ensure governance and the right 
leadership bench strength. 

More important than ever before, they 
must know the face of the business, not 
just the facts of the business. Who are 
the people running this organization? Are 
they capable of leading? What are the 
strategic issues? So facts and faces of 
the business. 

LCF: 

I agree that in the past it was just about 
the facts of the business and who was on 
the board. Looking at boards today, what 
do you see changing? 

Harish Manwani: 

I think two things are happening. One is a 
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trend where people want more relevant 
experience on boards, which is fair. If 
you’re on a board, it is no longer about 
having the right names. It’s about 
people with the right experience and the 
right track record. 

LCF: 

What has been the ultimate leadership 
moment in your career so far, where 
everything went well, where you said, 
“Wow!”? 

Harish Manwani: 

One of the problems of having worked for 
so many years is that you have several 
experiences that are good and some not 
so good. For me, running our business in 
Latin America was probably a defining 
leadership moment. The business went 
through an organizational transformation, 
intense competitive pressures and a very 
volatile economic environment. But as a 
team, we defined an ambitious growth 
agenda, made clear strategic choices 
and, most importantly, aligned the entire 
organization around a winning mindset. 
So I think a lot of the good stuff came 
together, and I think that was probably 
one of my most enjoyable parts of the 
journey. 

LCF: 

That takes us back to what you said 
earlier about the key elements of what a 
leader needs to create in order to 
engage, inspire and motivate people, and 
ensure that you have fun in your job, that 
you enjoy it. 

Last question: Are there any leaders you 
admire? 

Harish Manwani: 

I admire different people for different 
things. 

In fact, even for leaders I’ve held in high 
regard, the qualities I’ve admired in them 
are more the human qualities. I’ve 
admired people who have the ability to 
engage with others. I believe that 
connecting with your own people around 
you is a very important attribute. The 
second is combining achievement with 
humility and accessibility. Whoever has 

it, I admire it. I also admire those who 
manage to touch others in a personal 
way despite having hundreds of other 
things to do. 

LCF: 

Do you have anybody in particular in 
mind who did that well? It doesn’t have to 
be from business. 

Harish Manwani: 

I must say that my own role model has 
always been my father, and the reason is 
that considering the life he had, he’s an 
eternal optimist. He’s 85, still 
independent and still leading a full life. He 
faced some very major hurdles, of the 
kind that could probably make a movie, 
but never became negative or cynical. If 
anything, he always came out on top in 
terms of enjoying what he did, connecting 
with the people around him in a positive 
way, and always true to his values. He 
always stood on his own two feet, and I 
really admired that. 

Just so that you understand the context, 
he was the first person from his village to 
finish high school, and then obtained a 
scholarship to attend college. He came 
from an extremely modest family and lost 
his father very early, so he was 
supported by his grandparents until he 
obtained a scholarship and went to 
college. He was a bright student, but two 
years into his engineering studies in 
Karachi, Pakistan, there came the 
partition of India and my father had to 
give up his studies and move from what 
became Pakistan into India as one of the 
many hundreds of thousands of refugees. 

It was my father who took charge of the 
family, leaving everything behind, and 
bringing everyone back to India. They 
arrived with nothing and had no idea how 
they were going to start their lives all over 
again. My father took a clerical job in a 
post office for a couple of years, 
managed to get the family back on its 
feet and then went back to his studies. 

He graduated with a gold medal, but had a 
choice between taking money or a gold 
medal and books embossed with the 
university emblem. He took the money 
because the family needed it. Fortunately, 

Leadership shows when 
you have problems. 

Everyone is a great leader 
when times are good. Are 
you a leader when times 

are bad? That’s what 
makes a difference. 

If you’re on a board, it is 
no longer about having the 

right names. It’s about 
people with the right 

experience and the right 
track record. 
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he has a certificate stating that he was a 
gold medalist. He once told my daughters 
very casually, “I love the number of 
books you have. Do you know that I 
graduated without owning a single 
book?” He couldn’t buy books. After 
graduating he presented himself for a 
tough competitive exam and joined the 
government service. Right through his 
career, his life, he has looked ahead. He 
has never said, “Oh my God, why did this 
happen to me?” He picked himself up, 
took responsibility for his family and 
himself, and made something out of his 
life. 

So I admire the fact that he led by 
example. Leadership shows when you

have problems. Everyone is a great 
leader when times are good. Are you a 
leader when times are bad? That’s what 
makes a difference. And can you make 
personal sacrifices for a greater cause? 
So that’s my role model. 

LCF: 

Fantastic. And your father must be very 
proud. 

Harish Manwani: 

Well, so am I of him. 

LCF: 

Thank you very much. 


