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For Dad


Notes and Acknowledgements


The making of Dirt is Good is strictly a personal memoir and as such does not seek to represent definitive facts or occurrences. It seeks to give only a personal retrospective on the initial creation of the brand from 2000-2005. During this period, “Dirt is Good’ was the work of many – not least the global brand team members who took part in this first stage of the journey.


Since then the brand has been successfully stewarded to ever greater success by subsequent talented teams – all of whom are respectfully saluted by this memoir.
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Apocalypse


Creating a vivid definition of the brand and business challenge.


In which we take a fresh look at competitiveness from a global perspective, our vulnerabilities emerge and the looming threat of a joined-up global competitor announces itself.


As we survey the wreckage of 60 years of business success, we ask ourselves where has it all gone wrong. How can it be that this vast empire of great national businesses – the brands themselves often a scene of bloody and victorious battles – can suddenly appear so vulnerable when seen as a whole? This is the scene confronting us on that early autumn day in 1998 as we find the last pieces of the jigsaw that is the global laundry business, and insert them to complete the full picture of our newly fragmented world.


We have undertaken the painstaking task of reviewing every single pack design of what purports to be the same brand globally and inserting them in their new home – the map of the world. And as this final piece of the jigsaw takes its place on this new world stage, the completed picture emerges as being uncannily incomplete.


What ought to emerge as a powerful global business, in which the whole exceeds the sum of its parts, appears as quite the opposite. For here in front of us is a business now self-evidently riddled with inconsistency and difference, as opposed to being united by commonality and integrity. In short, a business that has assumed itself to be in good health, only to be told that this most cursory of examinations reveals the need for a fresh look at what lies behind these first warning signs of disintegration.


It’s curious how brands become a very real representation of what consumers are and are not; have been and have become. The relatively banal world of packaging design can be the catalyst for huge protracted debates about a country’s history, its psyche and its development. A seemingly innocuous “Swoosh” or “Swirl” on a detergent pack becoming retrospectively associated with the changing state of emancipation of the post-colonial Malaysian woman. A “Starburst” design the very symbolic manifestation of the black African’s strife against the repressive forces of apartheid.


The truth, of course, is that many of these designs – now imbued with such vivid symbolism – were in fact designed by a factory manager from Port Sunlight circa 1963.
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More detailed examination followed. It was long and thorough. For beneath the hordes of different designs – and the apparent consumer sovereignty they portrayed – were hidden bigger themes of difference and diversity. Advertising, brand names, formulations, perfumes, ingredient specifications all emerged as fundamentally different as we moved across national borders. It felt odd that the short journey across the frontier from Singapore to Malaysia could unearth such radical differences in what some people saw as mere washing powder. Or indeed that consumers – known to most of the world as human beings – could be really so different just because they happened to carry a different passport.


But the truth was that the fragmented hotchpotch would be found to conceal more serious issues. Underlying this fragmentation lurked a business that was fundamentally ill-equipped to cope with the new joined-up world. Its historic disjointedness – once a celebration of great national conquests and still in many cases relatively successful brands and businesses – had become a disability. By smashing the world to smithereens, the business had also smothered its very competitiveness as business efficiencies fell down the cracks between the countries. Technology – for so long the means by which these brands had faced up to their aggressors – suddenly looked hopelessly lame. The differences which had been assumed from country to country had ripped the technological arsenal into very small weapons. Weapons which were now needed to hold off attack from a very strong global competitor with global scale on his side.


Invincibility had become vulnerability in the time it had taken to merely change the lens of the microscope: we were coming second in the contest for consumers’ minds. Unfortunately first prize was won by a monster. A monster from Cincinnati.





Lessons


1 Create a compelling visualisation of the challenge ahead.


Finding a way of visualising the brand and business problem which confronts you is a critical step in gaining buy-in from those entrenched in previous ways of thinking.


By creating a map of the world showing the numerous different pack designs, the team was able to stimulate a business discussion about fragmentation and its consequences in terms of the bottom line. The pack designs symbolised a culture of different countries acting as separate entities. Beneath this lay obvious similar issues in terms of communication, formulations, ingredients specifications and attitudes.


We are often far too sophisticated in how we seek to communicate tough business truths. Getting the right stimulus in place is often the right way to evoke the desired response.


2 Respect the past as a way of forging the future.


By visualising the packs in this way the team was in a position to engage with the past of the brand, and those responsible for creating this history, on the basis of understanding and respect. The things that ‘Brand Adventurers’ need to change in the interest of progress were in most cases put in place with good reason and intent.


Engaging with the history of the brand is the best way to start to see its future – and doing so with previous inventors can only add to internal brand traction.


3 Create a detailed analysis of both brutal facts and positive truths.


Building a true picture of what we really knew, and as importantly, what we did not know was a significant basis for change. The painstaking analysis of different designs, advertising, ingredients etc was the key to seeing the potential pattern for breakthrough. Without this we would still be labouring under the sense of impossibility – the sense that the brands are all different and could never be united by a single, powerful idea which the world could believe in.


The truth – forensically derived – is the way to forge a path forward, and the way to push away the ‘old think’ which obscures forward movement.


4 Use newfound engagement with the new reality to radically challenge conventional wisdom.


Not only did the new perspective on the world show a position which was fundamentally at odds with a vision for a globally competitive business, it forced a re-evaluation of the internal myth that Unilever was superior in Laundry. A number 1 position in many countries dissolved into a harsh realisation of global inferiority – which was to spur a huge agenda of brand and business repair.


By creating a ‘burning platform’ we can rapidly open debates which challenge conventional wisdom which has prevailed for decades.




Shrink the world


Re-connecting with the consumer at a profound human level.


In which we create a brand mission and begin a fundamental, and fundamentally different understanding of common consumer motivations.


The thought of taking a huge eraser and rubbing out the lines which delineate nations has had enduring appeal throughout history for more cynical politicians than those that grace the corridors of a huge multinational.


We set out to prove that these lines – apparently so firm, as evidenced by the differences in brands from country to country – were in fact written in the faintest pencil.


But we also had a hunch that what we were generously calling brands were probably in many cases no more than trademarks. Trademarks which had served great purpose over time in offering reassurance of quality and reliability. We also had a sense that these trademarks – which had for so long served as a means of separating one product from another to the consumer’s advantage – had now come up against brand equity’s very own flesh-eating disease – commoditisation. It seemed that the more we became locked in hopeless international debate about combating the plagiarism that threatened our brands, the more real price would sink and our brands become ever more destined for the bargain bin. We were slowly being reduced to a marketing game more concerned with aping the competition than connecting with women and families across the world as the world changed around them. The freer the world was becoming – with vistas of opportunity opening up at fantastic pace – the more this category seemed to be locking our consumers into a life of marketing drudgery.


A vision was starting to emerge in our team. We wanted to create the first truly global brand which could reconnect in a genuinely meaningful way with the millions of housewives across the world.


It wasn’t as if we didn’t know much. In many ways we were afforded far greater consumer understanding than our intelligence could bear. We were inundated with a plethora of habits and attitudes, statistics and data. But ironically we had become so organised – putting everything away into neatly labelled boxes – that we were no longer capable of finding what we were looking for any more.
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