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The article ‘Local brands ris-
ing’, which was published last 
week in the Daily FT aroused 
considerable feedback and 
debate which is worth recount-
ing as it broadens the context of  
this important discussion. 

The article established that 
bargaining power has devolved 
to consumers from businesses 
with the changing media land-
scape and digital tools at their 
disposal. This is derived through 
a plethora of  interactions hap-
pening in our daily lives which 
are influencing and driving col-
lective perceptions amongst 
family, friends and communi-
ties. As a result, consumers are 
increasingly more favourably 
disposed to home grown brands 
with diminishing trust for large 
global multinationals. As long as 
local brands can meet the high 
standards and aspirations of  
customers through world class 
quality, whilst staying close to 
their roots, there is significant 
traction and market share poten-
tial to be gained. 

Further more these local 
brands have greater flexibility to 
operate in their markets and to 
rapidly move and adapt to take 
emerging opportunities, whilst 
the multinationals are strait-
jacketed through their systems, 
processes and strategies which 
are often dictated through inter-
national offices.

Multinationals are 
adapting

however, the multination-
als are not sitting still, they 
are changing and have identi-
fied their weaknesses and are 
deploying several initiatives to 
offset these. One, is to localise 
the brand as much as possible, 
which of  course could be done 
through the brand position-
ing itself  (how many ordinary 
consumers would know that 
Sunlight is a Unilever brand?) 
or introduce local variants such 
as Nestle’s Maggi Rasa Musu an 
all purposes seasoning with Sri 
Lankan herbs, or Signal herbal 
which is following on the trend 
for natural toothpaste ingredi-
ents. Bolder initiatives are seen 
through acquisition strategies 
of  local brands. The smart mul-
tinational companies now adopt 
a strategy of  not integrating 
the acquisitions into their main 
company but instead adopting 
a partnership model providing 
them with the autonomy and the 
advantages of  a small company 
to compete more effectively with 
local brands. The purchase of  
Innocent Drinks founded in 1998 
and which makes smoothies and 
juices in the UK by The Coca-
Cola Company is one such exam-
ple. 

Yet another strategy is to 
totally create new local brands 
as can be seen by Unilever 
India which launched Lever 
Ayushan ayurvedic brand to 
take share from the rapidly 
growing natural herbal per-
sonal care market. This seemed 
to be the only option they had 
to take on the rapidly rising 
local auyrvedic brands trend 
driven by Patanajali in India. 
The brand claims to have 5000 
years of  ayurvedic wisdom to 

solve modern lifestyle problems! 
Unilever’s Ayush may also be 
expected to be launched in Sri 
Lanka in the future. 

These strategic options enable 
the multinationals to play the 
“local game” and compete effec-
tively with home grown brands. 

Operational model 
advantages

Beyond brand, there are other 
business considerations which 
should also be considered in 
the battle between local and 
multinationals. The sheer scale 
of  the multinational business 
establishes stronger bargaining 
power when it comes to sourcing 
and pricing of  raw materials. 
And many years of  experience 
and tried and tested methodolo-
gies across continents also help 
strengthen their operational 
capabilities. 

In some categories however, 
the rigid systems are a signifi-
cant barrier which I have experi-
enced firsthand, being an inves-
tor and Director of  PickMe in its 
battle with Uber. 

While Uber’s global busi-
ness model has created value 
for consumers and has rapidly 
increased the growth of  the 
company, its aggressive pricing 
doesn’t generate enough rev-
enue to deliver attractive com-
pensation to drivers and sizable 
profits to shareholders. Its global 
approach is to price its services 
around 30% below comparable 
taxi fares and then retaining 
25% or more of  gross bookings 
for itself. Uber has to reinvest 
most of  its earnings back into 
the business by incentivising the 
driver to maintain its low prices 
which puts them into a down-
ward spiral with little chance 

of  turning profitable unless it 
switches its global model.

PickMe’s local strategy on 
the other hand is to peg its price 
to the general market whilst 
retaining only half  the earnings 
that Uber keeps with the rest all 
going to the driver. This model 
has enabled it to move to profit-
ability relatively quickly.

The business to business 
challenge

Whilst much of  our analysis 
so far has focused on advantages 
that fast moving consumer good 
products have, a question was 
raised as to whether Sri Lankan 
companies involved in business 
to business marketing could also 
develop their own unique brand 
and business models to outsmart 
multinationals or operators in 
other countries, as they reach 
out to global markets. 

The answer is certainly “yes”, 
since the brand is all pervading 
and goes across all businesses 
whether they are marketing to 
consumers or other businesses. 
There is no better example than 
the success of  the Sri Lankan 
apparel industry through three 
world class companies: Brandix, 
MAS and hidaramani to illus-
trate this. 

These companies were built 
on the relatively disciplined 
business environment of  the 
country, going back to the early 
1980s. This long association in 
the sector has garnered them 
with considerable competence 
and expertise in this field. In 
addition, the stringent labour 
laws of  the country and the high-
er operating costs that prevailed 
forced them not to play the low 
price volume game very early 
on. 

At that time, Sri Lanka was 
in fact the only outsourced 
manufacturing country in 
Asia which had signed up to 
27 of  the International Labour 
Org anization ( ILO)  Core 
Conventions covering areas 
such as prohibition of  forced 
labour and prohibition of  child 
labour. In addition, strong 
labour legislation demanded 
safe and healthy working condi-
tions, governed hours of  work, 
social and security fund contri-
butions and environmental pro-
tection standards which were 
not in place in countries compet-
ing with Sri Lanka. 

In the mid 2000’s STING 
Consultants devised a brand 
strategy for the industry around 

these core capabilities, which 
was a unique differentiating 
factor with global competitors 
and which was a relevant offer-
ing that buyers were searching 
for. This was the search to part-
ner with ethical manufacturers. 
This insight is what led to the 
manifestation of  the Garments 
without Guilt brand, which 
provided significant traction in 
terms of  PR and global accept-
ance whilst providing an impe-
tus for the industry to consoli-
date and make it their own. This 
can now be seen with the high 
manufacturing standards of  
the industry as they serve high 
end brands with more complex 
work at above average prices. Sri 
Lanka Apparel is now globally 
known for its ethical standards 
and manufacturing excellence.

In the IT and BPO industry 
currently worth $ 1 billion, 
where I have been recently 
involved with, as the local con-
sultant on an ADB funded pro-
ject, a brand strategy which 
identifies core competencies 
that are unique to Sri Lanka 
will soon be unveiled. There are 
some distinct differences in our 
IT industry which is unique to 
our country, and will be incor-
porated into the sector brand 
which will soon be taken to glob-
al markets through an industry 
wide marketing initiative. 

The point being, that a brand 
can indeed be uniquely defined 
for businesses marketing to 
other businesses, thereby pro-
viding a competitive advantage. 
Since sector branding is a real-
ity in Sri Lanka, business to 
business companies must give 
priority to developing their 
own brand, lest they will be left 
behind. 

Unlocking value
Therefore, whether your com-

pany is a start up or a mature 
company in a well established 
industry, whether it be in the ser-
vice or product sector, whether 
it is involved in marketing to 
consumers or other businesses, 
there is an inherent unique com-
petence that local companies 
and brands can leverage in your 
global or local marketing initia-
tives. 

The challenge is to find that 
key to unlock opportunities!

   

(the writer can be reached on 
ruchi@stingconsultants.com or 

r.gunewardene@brandfinance.com).
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“The key is to set realistic 
customer expectations, and 
then not to just meet them, 
but to exceed them — pref-
erably in unexpected and 
helpful ways.” – Sir Richard 
Branson, 2012.

Back then managing 
expectations was the key 
to customer success; but 
in today’s hyper-connected 
world, things have changed. 
The customer is now firmly 
in control, digitally empow-
ered, spoilt for choice and 
more fickle than ever before. 

‘Surprise and Delight’ 
remains the desired out-
come, but brands need a 
smarter approach to remain 
relevant amongst consum-
ers in Asia Pacific: Retail 
sales for 11 Asian economies 
rose from $1 trillion in 2001 
to $6.6 trillion in 2016, great-
ly eclipsing United States 
retail spend of  $3.9 trillion1. 
Asian millennials will have 
more spending power than 
any previous generation – 
estimated to be $6 trillion in 
disposable income by 20202.

It’s no longer a secret 
that businesses collect 
vast amounts of  customer 
data. Customers know that 
their personal informa-
tion and online habits are 
being tracked, bought and 
sold, and in exchange, they 
expect every enterprise to 
translate this personal data 
into a better experience. In 
fact, according to Gartner3, 
customers still expect com-
panies to know them well, 
but now have additional 
expectations that businesses 
proactively predict and offer 
what each individual cus-
tomer needs.

Particularly in APAC, a 
market defined by digital, 
customers have come to 
expect seamless, person-
alised experiences from 
every brand interaction. 
e-commerce sales in APAC 
are expected to rise 300% 
to $2.6 trillion by 2020; and 
with APAC already account-
ing for 64% of  the world’s 
growth in mobile social 
media users4, mobile and 
social commerce won’t be 
far behind.

With a world of  options 
at their fingertips and grow-
ing funds in their wallets, 
APAC customers will look 
elsewhere if  a business can’t 
swiftly understand and cater 
to their needs.

Under this evolving pres-
sure, enterprises need a 
new way to anticipate and 
satisfy customers. They 
need the ‘Smarter Customer 
experience’ (CX) approach. 

Smarter CX responds to 
rising customer demands in 
the digital age; capitalising 
on data and transforming a 
company’s culture to put the 
customer at the centre of  the 
business. enterprises taking 
the Smarter CX approach 
provide seamless brand 
interactions offline to online 
across a customer’s favour-
ite channels; hyper-person-
alised, AI-driven recommen-
dations based on a custom-
er’s past purchases, where 
they are and even how they 
feel; effortless browsing and 
buying, even if  the business 
and the customer are on 
opposite ends of  the globe; 
and a proactive service 
approach reacting to people, 
processes and connected 
things to precisely deliver in 
the moment of  need.

If  Smarter CX sounds 
like it requires a mammoth 
change within most busi-
nesses, it does – but it’s cru-

cial to business survival. 
Brands that have embraced 
Smarter CX are both rare 
leaders and are pulling 
ahead of  their competitors. 
According to McKinsey, cus-
tomerexperience leaders 
achieve revenue gains of  5 to 
10%, and reduce costs by 15 
to 25% within two or three 
years5. We expect that with-
in five years, APAC enter-
prises not centred around 
the customer will begin to 
lose out to those taking a 
Smarter CX approach.

The role of  data in 
Smarter CX cannot be 
overstated. It is the fuel 
that powers businesses on 
their Smarter CX journey; 
enabling everyone in the 
enterprise to understand 
and respond to the specific 
demands, desires and pain 
points of  each individual 
customer. Indeed, with 
unprecedented access to a 
veritable gold rush of  data, 
plus cutting-edge analytic 
tools built for businesses 
large and small, there is no 
longer any excuse for not 
knowing what customers 
want and how to optimise 
their experience. 

But simply having data 
isn’t enough. Toenable 
Smarter CX, enterprises 
must make an important 
shift – from having data, to 
being data-driven. Being 
data-driven means recognis-
ing data as a form of  capital 
and investing in the people 
and technology necessary 
to turn today’s gold rush of  
information into actionable 
insights. If  data is like gold, 
then every business must 
act as a goldsmith – collect-
ing as much data as possible, 
and bringing in the right 
manpower and machines to 
process the raw material to 
unlock its full value. Only 
then can the business truly 
anticipate customer needs 
and enrich every customer 
interaction. 

While 60% of  brands use 
data from multiple sources 
to inform sales and market-
ing6, data can also help com-
panies build entirely new 
business models based on 
customer insight. Around 
the globe, internet-born 
businesses like Netflix are 
already demonstrating the 
value of  incorporating cus-
tomer insight into product 
development – and the next 
wave of  opportunity lies 
with all types of  businesses, 
in all parts of  the world, that 
can do the same. In consum-
er electronics, for example, 
Denon & Marantz has out-
paced competitors by lev-
eraging IoT data from their 
connected speakers to really 
understand what customers 
want and even develop new 
product lines.

A Smarter CX approach 
can’t be built in a day, but 
businesses can get a head 

start by exploring the new 
generation of  innovative 
cloud solutions. Today’s data 
analytic technology can help 
enterprises uncover a deep 
understanding of  consumer 
wants and needs, while auto-
mation offers quicker data 
collection from more sourc-
es. Chatbots provide real-
time, conversational inter-
actions and artificial intel-
ligence is feeding machine 
learning to help businesses 
get more value from data. 

Along with best-in-class 
cloud solutions, the Smarter 
CX approach also requires a 
collaborative cultural mind-
set. every part of  the organi-
sation must live and breathe 
the customer experience, 
which can only occur if  
there is a mandate from the 
top. When the C-suite leads 
a cultural shift that puts the 
customer and data first, the 
enterprise can truly trans-
form to focus on the custom-
er. Internal collaboration 
can also be strengthened by 
engaging outside experts to 
provide guidance around 
Smarter CX and implement 
new solutions.

When businesses do suc-
cessfully enact Smarter CX, 
the competitive advantages 
are uniquely rewarding; and 
as new innovations come 
online, Smarter CX repre-
sents a once-in-a-generation 
opportunity to gain a trans-
formative edge in customer 
experience. By capitalising 
on data and the new genera-
tion of  cloud solutions now, 
businesses are able to put 
customer experience at the 
heart of  everything they do 
– winning new customers, 
driving loyalty and return 
business, and positioning 
the brand to remain rele-
vant for years to come.

(the writer is Vice President and 
head of CX Cloud applications 

aPaC, Oracle).

Footnotes
1https://dupress.deloitte.

com/dup-us-en/economy/
asia-pacific-economic-out-
look/2017/q2-asia-retail-
spending-boom.html

2 h t t p s : / / w w w. e n t e r-
priseinnovation.net/arti-
cle/retailers-told-millenni-
al-spending-asia-reach-6-t-
asia-934669795

3https://www.gartner.
com/doc/reprints?id=1-
3 O X V T Q K & c t 
=161230&st=sb

4https://wearesocial.
com/sg/blog/2017/01/digi-
tal-in-2017-global-overview

5https://www.mckinsey.
com/business-functions/
operations/our-insights/
the-ceo-guide-to-customer-
experience

6https://www.forrester.
com/report/Customer+
experience+Drives+Rev
enue+Growth+2016/-/e-
ReS125102

Skyrocketing customer expectations: 
How to keep up and get ahead?

SAN FRANCISCO (Reuters): 
Alphabet Inc’s Google is making its 
second attempt in less than a year to 
protect advertisers on its YouTube 
user channels from being associated 
with videos featuring violence, gore 
or bad language.

Under the new standards, Google 
will remove advertising from a “sig-
nificant” number of  YouTube chan-
nels, 99% of  which generated less 
than $100 from ads in the last year, 
the company announced Tuesday in 

response to advertisers that felt they 
have been underwriting inappropri-
ate material.

Google is vowing to have people 
review every second of  the most pop-
ular videos eligible for advertising by 
the end of  March worldwide, and it is 
modifying the prerequisites for hav-
ing a commercial channel.

“While we took several steps last 
year to protect advertisers from inap-
propriate content, we know we need 
to do more to ensure that their ads 

run alongside content that reflects 
their values,” Paul Muret, Google 
vice president of  display, video 
and analytics, wrote in a blog post 
Tuesday.

The previous round of  policy-
tightening came after more than 250 
advertisers cut back on YouTube 
ad-buying last spring following 
news reports that found their ads 
displayed alongside extremist propa-
ganda.

Many brands returned within 

weeks or months, only to again 
suspend dealings with YouTube in 
the autumn because of  headlines 
that linked them to videos in which 
children appeared endangered or 
popular cartoons that had been 
disturbingly altered. Mondelez 
International Inc, whose brands 
include Oreo cookies and Ritz crack-
ers, and computer and printer maker 
hP Inc were among dropouts.

The issues have not affected 
YouTube’s revenue, which rep-

resents a crucial growth area for 
Google, according to financial ana-
lysts.

Starting Feb. 20, videomakers will 
need to attract users watching a total 
of  at least 4,000 hours of  their clips 
within the preceding 12 months and 
notch 1,000 followers before being 
able to host ads and share in revenue 
from them. The requirement intro-
duced last April had been 10,000 fol-
lowers with no viewing time stand-
ard.

Booting small channels from adver-
tising eligibility will not fully address 
concerns raised by advertisers about 
videomakers going too far, YouTube 
acknowledged in the blog post.

Celebrity video blogger Logan Paul 
has 15 million followers, but YouTube 
last week pared back its commercial 
relationship with him after he drew 
public outrage for showing a suicide 
victim in a clip.

YouTube executives said they 
would “schedule conversations with 
our creators in the months ahead” to 
see “what more we can do to tackle 
that challenge.”
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