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Context to the nugget 

Sudhir speaks about the distinction between these two terms that could often be confused. He goes 
onto say that HUL’s core competence is the ability to understand consumer needs and giving brands 
to solve those needs. He goes on to say that its strength in some of the other areas like distribution 
might be a competitive advantage but that is not the “heart of the gig” it is in.  

Transcription 

********** 

Deepak Jayaraman (DJ): The other piece you talk about which is often confused or people mix it up is 
this notion of core competence and competitive advantage and you talk about sales and branding 
and a couple of other things in the context of HUL. So, give us an insight into how do you think about 
the distinction between these two and talk to us about how these play out in a Unilever context? 

Sudhir Sitapati (SS): It’s an interesting story. As a management trainee we are sent to Etah which is a 
village outside UP, in UP into a village where we stay for six weeks. We basically live with the farmer 
there and eat his food and on Saturday morning we are allowed to come back to Etah town where 
we have to stay in a guest house of a doctor, a local doctor. And that local doctor’s son was a sort of 
self-educated guy, he was autodidact, he was not an MBA like us and he told me, he said, you know 
you guys in Levers I meet all of you, you guys keep telling me that your core competence is 
distribution; that’s not your core competence, your core competence is understanding consumer 
needs and making products. Your competitive advantage is you go to more outlets but someone can 
do it tomorrow better than you, can go to the same number of outlets. That doesn’t mean you will 
shut down, you are ultimately… he said very interesting. He said you guys are a chemical engineering 
firm and you’ve got to understand that’s your core competence. So, I think the interesting story is 
that this guy was just not in the circuit that would say that he was reading these kind of things all the 
time in his free time and running some small business there in Etah. So, it stayed with me. I mean 
you’ve got to ask that question all the time as to what’s that fundamental truth about a company 
without which it will fail. And I think in the case of Levers it is understanding consumer needs and 
giving brands to solve those needs. That’s the heart of our gig. Everything else again is an enabler. 
So, good supply chain, efficient costs, good media all of that, even good advertising, but that’s the 
heart of what we do. 

Reflections from Deepak Jayaraman  

DJ: Thank you for listening. For more please visit playtopotential.com. If you are deriving value for 
the content and want to show your gratitude to the podcast, I request you to pay it forward by 
contributing to an organization I am supporting – Antarang Foundation.  It helps 1000s of children 

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/548
http://www.playtopotential.com/
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from challenging backgrounds play to their unique potential. Please visit the pay it forward section 
to know more.   

End of nugget transcription 

********** 

RELATED PLAYLISTS YOU MIGHT LIKE 

Navigational principles: Leaders discuss their personal frameworks around how they made choices 

around pivotal moments in their lives. They articulate the set of criteria we should consider having 

when we are at a fork on the road and have to pick between disparate options. Arguably one of the 

most critical skills of the future as we navigate a world of abundance. You can access the playlist 

here. 

SIGN UP TO OUR COMMUNICATION 

Podcast Newsletter: Join 1000s of leaders who benefit from the Podcast newsletter. Not more than 
1-2 emails a month including keeping you posted on the new content that comes up at the podcast. 
High on signal, low on noise. Sign up for the podcast newsletter here. 

Nuggets on Whatsapp: We also have a Podcast Whatsapp distribution group (+91 85914 52129) 
where we share 2-3 nuggets a week from the Podcast archives to provoke reflection. If that is of 
interest, please click here and send a message stating “INTERESTED”. Do also add this number to 
your Phone Contacts so that we can broadcast our messages to you when we share a nugget. 

********** 

Sudhir Sitapati - Nuggets  

 51.00 Sudhir Sitapati - The Full Conversation 

 51.01 Sudhir Sitapati - Getting the problem definition right 

 51.02 Sudhir Sitapati - Choosing to stay in HUL 

 51.03 Sudhir Sitapati - HR - a department with teeth 

 51.04 Sudhir Sitapati - Entrepreneurial Professionalism 

 51.05 Sudhir Sitapati - Identifying and nurturing potential 

 51.06 Sudhir Sitapati - Building a personal brand 

 51.07 Sudhir Sitapati - Specialization versus Generalization 

 51.08 Sudhir Sitapati - Core Competence versus Competitive Advantage 

 51.09 Sudhir Sitapati - Company men, Mavericks and Rogues 

 51.10 Sudhir Sitapati - Secret sauce behind the culture 

 

About Deepak Jayaraman 

https://www.playtopotential.com/audio/548
http://www.playtopotential.com/
https://www.playtopotential.com/tags/navigational-principles
https://playtopotential.us17.list-manage.com/subscribe?u=fc6d52a2e878f0687687612e8&id=298ff85f7e
https://wa.me/918591452129
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Deepak seeks to unlock human potential of senior executive’s / leadership teams by working with 

them as an Executive Coach / Sounding Board / Transition Advisor. You can know more about his 

work here.  

Disclaimer and clarification of intent behind the transcripts 

This written transcript of the conversation is being made available to make it easier for some people 

to digest the content in the podcast. Several listeners felt that the written format would be helpful. 

This may not make sense as an independent document. Very often spoken word does not 

necessarily read well. Several of the guests have published books and the language in their books 

might be quite different from the way they speak. We request the readers to appreciate that this 

transcript is being offered as a service to derive greater value from the podcast content. We request 

you not to apply journalistic standards to this document.  

This document is a transcription obtained through a third party/voice recognition software. There is 

no claim to accuracy on the content provided in this document, and occasional divergence from the 

audio file are to be expected. As a transcription, this is not a legal document in itself, and should not 

be considered binding to advice intelligence, but merely a convenience for reference.  

The tags that are used to organize the nuggets in the podcast are evolving and work in progress. You 

might find that there could be a discrepancy between the nuggets as referenced here and in the 

actual podcast given this is a static document.  

All rights reserved. No part of this document may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by 

any means, or stored in any retrieval system of any nature without prior written permission. 
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