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This book is dedicated to the unsung heroes of all great advertising – The Clients
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Introduction to the Tenth Anniversary Edition

WHEN I STARTED writing this book in 2014, I did not want it to be a history of Indian advertising. I envisioned it as an easy, anecdotal read that reflected the evolution of India and its consumers through the lens of advertising: how consumers go about picking what to buy, where and when. Our behaviour as consumers is shaped by a host of factors, including market forces, like economic and income growth, and environmental factors, like family, society, religion, education, etc. Therefore, the original edition of this book offered a panoramic view of Indian society and delved into how it had changed over a fifty-year period from the early 1960s to 2010s. Why study the past, you might ask? As philosopher George Santayana said, ‘Those who cannot remember the past are condemned to repeat it’ and I felt that some lessons from the past had continued to be relevant. Readers of the book, too, seemed to really have appreciated this view – it ended up receiving great reviews from some of the most respected names in Indian advertising and marketing, even going on to be a finalist at the Crossword Business Book Awards 2017.

Nawabs, Nudes, Noodles: India Through 50 Years of Advertising was formally launched on 9 June 2016 at Godrej Culture Lab, Mumbai. We are now in India of 2026. Many things have changed and many have stayed the same. As my book approached its tenth anniversary, I thought it might be a good idea to update it with some new material. Material that captures the nation’s trajectory across the decade where we left off – from 2015 to 2025. The idea was readily approved by my literary agent and long-term advisor Anish Chandy and the Editorial Director at my publisher, Pan Macmillan India, Pujitha Krishnan.

As I sat down to write this introduction in January 2026, I was greatly heartened by the thought that the book continues to be used at B-schools across the country for various courses, such as consumer behaviour, integrated marketing communications and advertising planning. Advertising – or should we say marketing communications – continues to be a vibrant business and ads, in their myriad forms, continue to offer commentaries on social change, nudge consumers to change behaviour and try to reflect new trends. What used to be one dominant medium – television – has now become a fragmented landscape. I thought it would be interesting to study how marketing communications, through various channels, is holding a mirror to the changing India of this decade.

Before we start looking at the advertising of this period, let us take a quick look at the macro picture of India from 2015 to 2025.

India: 2015 to 2025

Some say the decade delivered a mixed bag of good and bad. However, in a sense, you could say that good and bad have always been an inextricable part of our lives. This brings to mind the memorable first few lines of Charles Dickens’ A Tale of Two Cities:


It was the best of times, it was the worst of times, it was the age of wisdom, it was the age of foolishness, it was the epoch of belief, it was the epoch of incredulity, it was the season of Light, it was the season of Darkness, it was the spring of hope, it was the winter of despair, we had everything before us, we had nothing before us, we were all going direct to Heaven, we were all going direct the other way . . .


While storm clouds gather every few years (first there was the COVID-19 pandemic and as I am putting the finishing touches to this edition of my book, a war has broken out in the Middle East, causing consumer anxiety around LPG availability and more), I continue to be an optimist. In my view, the period between 2015–25 has been India’s decade and I believe we will continue to see growth and prosperity in the coming years, in spite of the global headwinds. The early signals have already emerged. Let us look at some statistics to reassure ourselves of this fact.

India’s population has grown from 1.30 billion to 1.46 billion in this period1. The estimated number of households has grown from 249 million to 300 million2, but the average number of residents in each household has likely dropped, although this is something only the next census will corroborate. The total fertility rate has come down from 2.2 to 2.0 children per woman and some of the Indian states are, in fact, growing at a rate lower than the replacement rate of 2.13. Life expectancy has improved from 69 to 71 years4.

In the same period, India’s GDP has grown from $2.1 trillion to $4.3 trillion5. Despite the growth in population, our GDP per capita has increased from $1,695 in 20166 to $2,940 in 20257. However, averages can often conceal hard truths, such as the alarmingly high income disparity. None of us can miss the signs of poverty all around us in the big cities, even as reports claim that measured poverty (people living on $2.15 per day) has declined from 16.2 per cent pre-2015 to just 2.3 per cent as of 2022–238.

While the COVID-19 pandemic was a massive disruption at the time, chances are that by 2035, it will become a distant memory for the economists. However, it will never fade from the memory of the people who endured being locked up in their homes in confusion and fear, through loss and grief and oxygen cylinder shortages, or the workers who were forced to walk hundreds of kilometres back to their villages. During and after the COVID-19 lockdown, my friend, Professor Sridhar Samu – who formerly worked at Indian School of Business (ISB) and Great Lakes Institute of Management – and I collaborated on a series of articles for The Hindu BusinessLine9.We had predicted three consumer typologies to emerge in the wake of the pandemic:


	Revenge Shoppers

	These people would shop like crazy once the threat of COVID-19 subsides. The term ‘revenge shopping’ was first coined by marketers and sociologists to refer to the behaviour exhibited by Chinese shoppers when their economy reopened after being closed for decades.

	Revelation Shoppers

	These shoppers discovered that they needed certain things because they had been cooped up at home for at least three to six months. They would then buy those in two times quicker than their usual timelines for such purchases. These could be television sets, microwaves, vacuum cleaners, etc.

	Restricted Shoppers

	This category comprised people who were hit the hardest by the economic downturn during the lockdown. We expected them to actively turn towards economy brands.



When our article first appeared, we received a lot of criticism for the ‘revenge shopping’ part, but as it turned out, not only did people revenge shop, they also engaged in revenge tourism, revenge eating-out, etc. as the pandemic receded.

A lot seems to have changed in Indian homes post the pandemic. From 88 per cent in 2015, almost 100 per cent of Indians had access to electricity as of 202310 and the frequency of power cuts, too, appears to have gone down significantly as compared to the last decade, especially in affluent urban neighbourhoods, where standby generators have become more common. Homes with toilets have jumped from around 57 per cent11 to over 95 per cent12. Use of LPG has grown from 31.6 per cent in 2012 to 60 per cent in 202413.

Refrigerators are in 45 per cent of homes against 20 per cent a decade ago. Washing machines have moved from 9 per cent to 21 per cent14, two-wheelers from 33 per cent15 to 55 per cent, cars from around 3 per cent to 8 per cent16. About 67 per cent of households have a television set17.

It is thus safe to surmise that Indian homes have changed and one of the most remarkable ways in which this becomes evident is in the adoption of digital devices and services. Fewer than 250 million Indians in 2015 had access to the internet, compared to more than 900 million users18 today – largely through smartphones. OTT media is accessed by over 600 million users as of 202519, up from a minuscule 66 million in 201520.

What about shopping? Have the small mom-and-pop general traders been smashed to bits in the midst of all this? Not really. They continue to thrive, although the number of supermarkets has grown significantly. While 65 million Indian consumers used to shop using e-commerce platforms in 201521, the number has grown to almost 300 million in 202522. Quick commerce, which did not exist in 2015, today has over 30 million monthly users23. All these numbers are from late 2025 and may have risen higher by the time you read this book. What about how Indians are managing their money now? From 66 per cent in 2015, the number of adult bank account holders in India is now at almost 95 per cent24. UPI has revolutionized the way Indians handle money. 18.4 billion UPI transactions a month were reported in 202525 and this is growing.

Considering how India has grown during the last decade, advertising spends cannot be overlooked. Total advertising spends have grown from ₹43,991 crore in 201526 to around ₹1,50,000 crore in 202527 (some reports peg the number at ₹1,64,100 crore and others at ₹1,37,100 crore). The growth rate is around 12 to 14 per cent per annum over the last decade. There is a dramatic shift in the way these spends are channelled. In 2015, television was the primary mode of media consumption and accounted for 39.2 per cent of all advertising spends, followed by print at 38.5 per cent; out of home, or outdoor displays, were at 6.1 per cent; radio at 3.5 per cent; cinema at 1.1 per cent and digital at 11.6 per cent. In 2015, digital largely comprised of web searches, YouTube and online display or banner advertising.

Now let us look at the reported numbers for 2025. Revenue from television has shrunk, although the sector has grown in value terms28, while print is a pale shadow at 18 per cent (although regional print media is continuing to grow)29, out of home at 4 per cent, radio at 2 per cent and cinema at 1 per cent. Not surprisingly, digital media accounts for a massive 44 per cent of all media spends and is growing. Even among digital media, it is social media that has grown rapidly to 45 per cent of all spends30. New media channels have also emerged, such as e-commerce platforms, including Amazon, Flipkart, Nykaa etc., and the spends there are sizeable as well. Today, when we refer to ‘digital’ ad spending, we are talking about more than ten distinct types of ad avenues, including searches, online displays, social media, videos, Instagram reels, influencer marketing, e-commerce sponsorships and more.

Amidst all this, one might wonder how Indian consumers have changed. Has the way they buy a product or service – from need recognition, browsing for alternatives, evaluation of alternatives, purchase, usage, post-usage reviews and disposal – undergone a dramatic change? Does digital media control everything we buy and consume? Is it the same with all consumers or do some segments behave differently?

India is a country with many languages, geographies, religions, ethnic groups and caste categories. It is colloquially said that what we eat changes after every 100 kilometres on national highways – which we have 1,50,000 kms of now, compared to the 1,15,000 kms from ten years ago. The way we talk changes, too, not only from state to state, but also within state boundaries. Not to mention the various age cohorts within all these categories.

People born in the period between 1946–64 are commonly known as ‘Boomers’. This nomenclature was coined by American demographers to refer to the baby boom generation in the US at the end of World War II. In India, however, this generation is perhaps better referred to as ‘Post Independence Idealists’. The next age cohort comprise those born between 1965–80, known as the Generation X in the US. In India, we can probably call them the ‘Angry Young Generation’, to borrow the term from Bollywood. Then come the Millennials, born between 1981–96; these Indians grew up in a post-liberalized nation and thus can also be called ‘Post-liberators’. Then comes Generation Z, born between 1997–2013, who I call the ‘Internet Millennials’. Finally, there is Generation Alpha, born between 2014–24, who I call the iGeneration. I wrote about my categorization in an article for Hindustan Times in 202331 and based it on the patterns of consumer behaviour exhibited by these age cohorts.

For instance, the Millennials or Post-liberators are generally the most easily influenced by digital media and often ready to spend at the gentlest of nudges from e-commerce and Q-commerce apps. The Post-Independence Idealists are still cautious with their spending, given the political and financial upheavals they have experienced in their lifetime. How is all this affecting the way Indians behave and how is that reflected in contemporary advertising?

The original edition of Nawabs, Nudes, Noodles was divided into four sections:


	People (Marriage, Men, Women, Teens, Kids, Elderly)

	Products (Clothing, Food, Transport, Décor, Farm Inputs, Telecom)

	Services (Celebrations, Education, Savings, Travel, Jobs, Health, Sports)

	Advertising (Music, Celebrities, Language, Censorship).



While I will not be focusing on these aspects in this manner in the new chapter of this edition, covering the period 2015 to 2025, I will look at some broad contours of how advertising reflects the changing mindset and mood of the nation. In order to avoid interrupting the chronology of the book, I have placed the new chapter at the end of the book so you can first enjoy the original experience of the journey as I had documented it back in 2016 and then read the all-new material that covers ads from 2015–25.

The new chapter picks up the threads where the original edition had left off. Considering the sheer volume of advertising this decade has seen, especially with the growth of digital media, I have picked ads for analysis after a due process of research, rather than focusing on those that won industry awards, or were the most talked-about. I have consciously picked ads that I think faithfully relate the story of the changing Indian consumer. These are the ads that I felt were able to hold a mirror to our society.

I am sure you will enjoy the ride. Now, are you ready to dive into the exciting world of Nawabs, Nudes, Noodles? Happy reading!




Introduction

Divining Societal Trends Using Advertising

I WAS LOOKING for my favourite blue jacket and could not find it in my closet. I was sure that the jacket was not with the dry-cleaners. Then I remembered that the previous week I had flown to Bangalore, and the flight back was terribly delayed. It had landed well past midnight. I realized that I had forgotten my jacket in the aircraft. Several phone calls later I was at the Lost and Found counter of Indian Airlines – this was in 1993; those were the days when you did not have to scratch your head about which airline to book. It took them just a few minutes to locate my jacket since I had the exact details of the flight. The person manning the department mentioned that they get on an average ten spectacles and sunglasses every few days, and enough books to open a library every few years. A dress blazer was an odditiy in the store room. I explained that I work in advertising, the client meeting had been rough and the flight was late. The executive mockingly said, ‘It took you five days to figure this out? Oh, you must have been drunk; you guys in advertising drink a lot, don’t you?’ This was a full decade or more before Mad Men aired on American television and damaged the already bruised image of admen. The comment riled me up. I sat the old man down and gave him a lecture on what we do in the advertising business. He was not expecting that, but took the lecture in good spirit. Finally, we parted as friends, me with my jacket, him with a slightly better understanding of the ad business.

While everyone is happy to speak about an ad they saw on television, their knowledge about the industry is scant. Advertising agencies have existed in the country for well over 100 years now. However, it was only in the last fifty years, or more specifically since the winds of liberalization started blowing strongly from 1991, that advertising as an industry has come into its own – truly reflecting the changing Indian consumers, their aspirations and desires.

From a societal point of view, roles played by man, woman, father, mother, grandparents, even the importance of rituals, festivals and money have changed. The rapidly diminishing effect of the deep divisions of class and caste as prescribed by the Manusmriti is evident in consumer India, at least in the urban markets.

Popular films, television programmes, novels, magazines and now digital media have been interesting reflections of societal changes. Be it the righteousness of the epic Indian mother (Mother India), the aggression of the angry young man (Zanjeer), to the lover boy phase (Dilwale Dulhania Le Jayenge) and to the NRI with a heart (Swades) phase, films have reflected the changing ethos of Indian society. In a similar vein, television programmes have also evolved from the days of partition drama to joint-family business sagas to saas-bahu serials to depicting IAS women on prime-time television; and as can be expected, religious mythologies continue to find their pride of place in Indian television. Several books have captured the changing chiaroscuro of Indian movies and television.

Advertising too has become a significant window to studying the transformation of Indian society, its desires and its needs. In a conventional sense, advertising has often attempted to change behaviour by introducing new products and selling them on the basis of rational and emotional benefits. At times, advertising has used social trends to sell products and services under the radar.

Often advertising has tried to stay a few steps ahead of society, thereby signalling a future trend. Sometimes it has looked at the past to hark back on an age-old ritual, custom or lifestyle to make the right connection. At a rudimentary level, advertising played a role in helping Indians discover new products and services. From the days when Dalda was demonstrated at grocery shops to the way Indians were weaned away from coal to a tooth powder to a tooth brush – ironically, today we are offered carbon-infused toothbrushes – advertising has tried to sell products rationally. Often adding a touch of emotionality as well.

While American cultural historian Jackson Lears dismisses advertising as ‘the folklore of industrial society’, I believe Indian advertising, considering the last five decades, provides not just folklore but also some interesting insights into a society in transition.1

Roland Barthes, the French philosopher, linguist and semiotician, observes that commercials for products like laundry detergent or margarine work only because they tap into ideas consumers already have. These ideas have been elevated into myths. So, while the Greeks had Homer, we have professional wrestling and Hollywood, he says. If I may add to that, we also have television commercials which in their own form have become part of urban myths.

Advertising has tried to reflect the changes in the roles of men and women since the day a pressure cooker was sold as a symbol of love to the present day when a mobile service brand offers itself as a bridge between a woman boss and her subordinate husband. The importance of children is not to be underplayed in a country that is one of the youngest in the world. Advertising in India seems to suffer from an overdose of children who are used to sell products ranging from noodles to soap, detergents to mobile phones, even cars are within their aspirational reach.

The depiction of women has also changed dramatically from the days of the coy bride being led into the house, to the ‘Mummy’ who can spin magic to solve a problem to a dark-skinned woman going through the wedding ritual with her daughter eager to join her in the saat pheras round the fire. No other single consumer group has been depicted in such a diverse fashion.

If women have become more and more confident, men are being depicted as increasingly caring and thoughtful – even if it is wishful thinking on the part of copywriters, but there are a growing number of talented women vying for top posts in ad agencies. The days of macho men having a bath in the open with a red carbolic soap has given way to a man who helps his wife with the cooking. Not that macho men are missing. Often they are shown to be relying on the power of a deodorant or a snazzy undergarment to snag the luscious bhabi.

Young adults as a group too have evolved to a new level. From the days of carefree fun, today they expound new philosophies on corruption, freedom of speech and suchlike. Gender difference is getting bridged as women get their own two wheels and ask, ‘Why should boys have all the fun?’

Getting a job used to be the ultimate achievement. Advertisements depicted men wearing smart formals washed with the best detergent landing the best job, and celebrating the achievement by rushing home and lifting up the devoted wife. No longer is getting any job enough. Now ads show subordinates demanding more from their bosses and even insulting them by calling them names like ‘Hitler, arrogant, rascal. . .’ when they are being unreasonably difficult.

Looking young and fair continues to be an obsession with Indian consumers and marketers. In addition, there is this whole new mania about smelling good. While fairness cream advertising was once restricted by Doordarshan into describing gori as nikhri – the dictionary meaning of nikhri is improved or better, but Hindustan Unilever has been using it so consistently to promote its fairness cream that today nikhri almost means fairer to the lay public – all those taboos fell by the wayside with the opening up of television. Today, fairness obsession has even captured the menfolk. In middle-class homes, there are as many men’s cosmetic products as there are women’s cosmetic products, all spurred by advertising and the social pressure to look good.

When mobiles came into the country they were prohibitively expensive. One could not have even imagined that in less than ten years, it would be in the hands of every fruit vendor on the street. Advertising, and of course pricing, played a major role in the growth of mobile phones. From the days of pre-paid to free incoming calls to per-second billing, mobile marketers innovated and have not been shy of crying from the rooftops to grab the attention of the consumers.

Almost in a playback of the mobile revolution, e-commerce merchants are using high-power discount messaging to break consumer intertia in an almost perverse way. They are now driving consumers to shop from their sofasets. This battle to change consumer behaviour is being fought in the 2010s and the results will be visible in just a decade or less.

Advertising has had its share of controversies. At one time, sanitary napkin ads surprisingly were restricted to the post 10 p.m. slot on Doordarshan, though condom ads were aired at all times. When Tuffs shoes commissioned an ad that showed Milind Soman and Madhu Sapre in the nude, it led to a court case for obscenity that went on for over two decades. Fastrack, a watch brand owned by the Tatas, decided to fly a flag for the Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual and Transgender (LGBT) community by asking people to come out of the closet and embrace their sexuality. Since the days of Doordarshan, which even restricted the display of the navel of a model in a sweetener ad, we have truly come a long way.

Nawabs and other royalty too have modelled for premium suiting brands and now the new nawabs of India, its film stars and cricket stars, are endorsing apparel brands. If sarees have started vanishing from ads, we are seeing the birth of new kinds of apparel for both men and women, call them kurtis or Modi kurtas, we are bombarded with an increasing range of apparel choices.

A frame-by-frame content analysis of consumer product television advertising in India, released over the last fifty years, shows some very interesting facts. For instance, the way women are presented has changed dramatically. The number of words used in each advertisement has increased. Even products like soap have a wordy explanation.

Advertisers have at times used social consciousness as a tool to further the aims of commerce. Amul’s ads celebrated the milk co-operative movement, Tata Steel proudly said, ‘We also make steel’ and Tata Tea issued a clarion call to counter corruption through its ‘Jaago Re’ campaign.

Why is this book relevant today, more than ever? The last ten years have seen an explosion of consumer choice and media consumption. Print is under attack from digital, even though Indian language print is still vibrant and blooming. Television has been growing rapidly as well and the numbers are astounding. There were a grand total of fifty-five licensed television sets when Nehru died in 1964, about a hundred thousand when Indira Gandhi declared emergency in 1975, a little over two million when the Asian Games came to Delhi in 1982, thirty-four million families owned a TV set when Manmohan Singh opened up the economy in 1991 and when Narendra Modi was sworn in as Prime Minister in 2014, over 60 per cent of the 250 million homes in India had a television set.2 But televison has now geared up to combat digital invasion, with consumers ready to watch television content on their mobile screens. Multiplex movie screens have opened a parallel distribution for non-mainstream films. The future holds many more surprises as was evidenced a few years ago with the monster viral hit Tamil song, ‘Why this kolaveri di?’

The book is organized into stand-alone chapters with each chapter looking at the changes in society and advertising through a different lens. Each chapter may ask a few questions and present some reasons behind what is happening around us and how advertising is shaping and getting shaped by it.

The objective of this book is to provide a window to the changing Indian consumer landscape for students of management, marketing, advertising, sociology and media studies. It also hopes to make for interesting reading for the millions of consumers out there who watch and comment on advertisements. It will probably leave all its readers with some questions to answer: Where is our society headed and how can marketing play a more meaningful role in creating positive social change? And, hopefully, the next time an adman seeks to locate his forgotten dark blue blazer, the person on the other side will be a little more sympathetic and a little more aware of the troubles and travails of the Indian advertising business!




SECTION ONE

PEOPLE




The [In] Complete Man

BEHIND THE ERSTWHILE Moore Market in Chennai was the Corporation Stadium where I spent many an evening witnessing sports of all sorts. From the National Hockey Championships to the Ranji Trophy cricket matches, it was a part of my routine during my school days in the early ’60s. The fact that my Dad’s business was close by and that I loved to spend hours wandering around the bookshops at Moore Market were added advantages.

One of the most exciting things I had the opportunity of watching was the rekla race. While these still exist in some form in rural Tamil Nadu, they are no longer popular in the metropolitan city of Chennai. In these races, two men stood in a little chariot that was pulled by two bulls and raced around the stadium to the hooting of enthusiastic crowds. For those of you who may have seen the Hollywood movie Ben Hur and its chariot race, the rekla race was the Chennai equivalent. The bulls were semi-trained and the men riding the chariots were highly trained, but the races invariably ended in collisions, broken bones and more. The rekla race and jallikattu are very popular in rural Tamil Nadu. Jallikattu is another form of bull running where young men try to chase and catch an untrained bull and bring it to its knees. In a strange way, Indian men seemed to have a great fascination with the bull, from the seals of Mohenjo-Daro to the full-page obituary put out by a farmer on the demise of his favorite bull in the Karimnagar edition of the Telugu daily Eenadu.1

As a reflection of the ethos of those times, advertisments aimed at men had an overt macho personality. Brands like Lifebuoy showed brawny men playing football in mucky, rainy conditions only to get into a shower and bathe with the carbolic soap Lifebuoy to the tune of ‘Tandurusti ki raksha karta hai Lifebuoy, Lifebuoy hai jahan, Tandurusti hai wahan’ (Health is protected by Lifebuoy. Where there is Lifebuoy, there is health). Lifebuoy ran a series of ads featuring men engaged in sports such as football set in a rather semi-urban environment. The Lifebuoy tag line from Lintas, the Lever ad agency, ‘Where there is Lifebuoy, there is health’ was the first ad slogan that was equally popular in urban and rural India.

Colgate toothpower in the ’80s took a different angle at the brawn vs brain issue, again aimed at both urban and rural consumers. The film is set in an akhara where muscle-bound wrestlers do their daily practice bouts. A burly young man has just finished his routine and picks up a piece of sugar cane and bites into it. But his dental cavities make him cry with pain. His young sister walks up and gently chides him,‘Badan ke liye doodh aur badam, lekin daantho ke liye koyla? Bhaiya, kabhi kabhi deemag ki bhi kasrat karni chaiye’ (For your body you consume milk and almonds but you clean your teeth with coal dust? Brother, at times you should also exercise your brains, not just your body). The ad crafted by Kamlesh Pandey at Rediffusion then presented the advantages of Colgate toothpowder. Here was a brand that decided to use the Indian man’s fascination with bodybuilding to its advantage by presenting its toothpowder in an interesting context.

The ’70s and ’80s also saw cigarette advertising enter the cinema halls of India, when bad songs in movies often drove viewers out for a smoke break. While Charminar cigarette said ‘Relax! have a Charminar’, Scissors said, ‘Men of Action-Satisfaction. Scissors always satisfies’. Four Square launched as India’s first king-sized cigarette in the late ’70s offered the dream to ‘Live Life Kingsize’.

When Godfrey Philips wanted a campaign for their Red & White cigarette – and I was part of the team that worked on the campaign – the agency decided to position the brand for men who did good deeds, but did not hanker after the accolades that follow. The campaign ‘Hum Red & White peene walon ki baat hi kuch aur hai’ (those who smoke Red & White are a different breed) went on to run for more than a decade. The model chosen to play the hero in the Red & White films, Raj Babbar, went on to become a very popular film star and has successfully moved into politics as well. A similar fate awaited the Charminar model, Jackie Shroff, without the political afterlife.

While brands aimed at the lower socio-economic groups were speaking of brute strength and power, in the 1980s we started seeing brands trying to appeal to the new affluent in more sophisticated ways.

Cherry Blossom shoe polish ran a very popular campaign that said ‘Something special is coming your way – Did you Cherry Blossom your shoe today?’ The ad showed the beautiful face of the biggest supermodel of that era, Nandini Sen. The Hindi version of that line was also a classic, ‘Chalte chalte kismat chamke’ (Your luck will shine as you walk).

Who can forget the feeling of sitting in a non-air-conditioned cinema hall at the height of summer only to see the Old Spice film showing a macho white male surfing the cool blue seas, with music set to the tune of ‘O Fortuna’ from the Cantata Carmina Burana. ‘Old Spice, the mark of a man,’ we were told. It was probably the first time opera music was played before millions of Indians – Titan introduced Mozart to millions more later in the ’80s. The brand Old Spice generated great buzz in 2013 again with its ‘Smell Mantastic’ television commercial starring Milind Soman in a white towel.

Suiting advertising too spoke to a more sophisticated audience. Brands like Elpar presented the mythical Indian Wild West, with its protagonist lassoing horses. Vilas Kalgutkar, who played the Elpar Man for many years, reinvented himself into a highly-respected photographer in the 2000s. Bombay Dyeing used Ardhendu Bose, grandnephew of Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose, and created a series of James Bond-like films with elaborate car chases, helicopter crashes, stool pigeons, snakes, dangerous ladies and poison darts. If suitings can play the superhero card, why not an undergarment? Goutam Rakshit’s Advertising Avenues created the blockbuster advert for their client VIP undergarments brand Frenchie in 1990. The hero played by Dalip Tahil combatted opponents dressed only in his night gown and a VIP Frenchie. Frenchie, which was in reality a mini brief and economical to manufacture, became a huge money spinner. Echoes of Frenchie’s success can still be heard in the undergarment circles. If VIP Frenchie was sold as a symbol of sophistication, it is a pity the modern day men’s undergarment advertising is nothing but celebrity six-pack parades. The first undergarment to go full frontal was Maidenform bra. The campaign ‘I dreamed I . . . in my Maidenform bra’ ran in the US from 1949 for twenty long years, helping women live their dreams of being out in their underwear. The campaign even crowd-sourced ideas from the customers – ‘I dreamed I took the bull by the horns/went walking/stopped the traffic/went to blazes/rode in a gondola . . . in my Maidenform bra’. When the bra burning movement started, the campaign took a break only to come back as ‘The Maidenform woman. You never know where she’ll turn up’.

When the Raymond account moved to the small agency Nexus Equity, the advertising world wondered what they would pull out of their hat. Raymond had a wonderful run with Frank Simoes and his brand of sophisticated advertising. The campaigns ‘Guide to the well-dressed man’, ‘Raymond – A new kind of an executive statement’ were campaigns I had grown up with. The Indian male was changing and this was captured in the Nexus Equity campaign: ‘Raymond. Suitings for the complete man’. The campaign from Nexus Equity, an agency founded by Rajiv Agarwal, Arun Kale, M Raghunath and Rajan Nair, became a defining moment in Indian advertising. It broke away from the cliché-ridden suitings advertising of smart young men with women draped over their arms, mansions, luxury sedans, horses and more.

One of my favourite ads from the campaign has a young man taking a walk in the woods with a little boy. The music that accompanied the walk was the famous Crosby, Stills, Nash and Young track ‘Teach your children’. Yet another film featured a young man, ostensibly back from abroad, looking for his long-lost friend only to discover that he was now wheelchair-bound. The film ends with the two friends laughing and having fun on Mumbai’s Marine Drive.

Interestingly, Levis had created a campaign for its 501 Jeans through FCB which included a man in a wheelchair. Carol Moog, who was the Professor of Psychology at University of Pennsylvania has opined ‘. . .advertising developed for Levi Strauss & Company’s 501 Jeans, included a man in a wheelchair in one of its genuinely engaging, musically excellent, shamelessly imitated, sales-soaring “501 Blues” commercial. In the spot, young people are dancing, jogging, playing double-dutch and here’s this guy happily popping a wheelie in his chair. . .’2.

The brand Raymond at once occupied the emotional high ground of the new Indian male of the mid-’90s. The waves of liberalization were opening up new opportunities for the young men of India. They now had to find a balance to their life. Is it work or family or both? Is it money or fame or none? Is it friendship or the pursuit of material goals? The suiting brand managed to resonate with the new emerging ethos of upper-class Indian males.

Two young men are having a good time; one of them is obviously married and his wife is out for the day. In their merrymaking, they manage to spill pickles and more on the most prized tablecloth. While the friend panics, the man of the house tells him to relax. Then he goes about washing the tablecloth with Ariel, a new detergent powder which can remove the toughest stains. And lo and behold, when the wife comes back after her heavy-duty shopping, the tablecloth is back in its place, spick and span. This ad, released in the late ’90s, was another milestone in the way men were presented in Indian advertising. While part of the ad was conventional in its depiction of tough stains, detergent action etc., it caught eyeballs because it showed the man, the head of the household, washing clothes. Around the same time, we started seeing ads which showed the man making coffee for his wife, serving soft drinks to his family, etc.

A new Indian male archetype was evolving around this time.

In 2005, a modest-sized FMCG player from Kolkata called Emami launched Fair & Handsome, a fairness cream for men. The Berlin Wall of skincare between men and women fell with a big crash. Emami did not shirk from spending mega bucks in promoting their new baby. They used the star power of Shah Rukh Khan and heavy advertising to quickly ramp up the brand. Was it just a lucky break?


STOCK PHOTO: Over the last few years, thanks to the availability of cheap stock photos, many brands have opted to pick photos from stock photo vendors. So a smiling kid, a smiling family, a running man, etc. are all available for ready use. But one has to be careful lest the competitor also ends up using the same image, which will definitely cause much embarrassment.



Hindustan Unilever for years had known that men were using their multi-million dollar brand Fair & Lovely. This was true of many of their brands aimed at women. Men were using Ponds Dreamflower Talc and Lux soap as well. Past experiments of targeting men with cosmetic brands had died with a whimper. Calcutta Chemicals had a premium men’s soap brand Aramusk, which had a cult-like following, but the followers were few and far between. The challenge that confronted HUL was similar to the ones companies with large monolithic brands face. Will something that they do inadvertently destroy their own brand’s equity? A newcomer has no such fears. They have nothing to lose. Emami had latched on to a new trend, what I would call the ‘effeminization of the male gender’. Globally, change was afoot. Men were becoming more grooming and beauty conscious. Global cosmetic majors like Procter & Gamble, L’Oréal and Beiersdorf were discovering a new emerging market. Male grooming products were rapidly expanding beyond the narrow band of shaving creams and colognes.

HUL was quick to counter Emami with their own men’s fairness cream under the Fair & Lovely franchise.

Soon products from Nivea, Ponds, Garnier and others arrived, all of them targeting the Indian male who aspired to look fair, handsome, smart and more. The male grooming revolution also drove up the demand for deodorants, face wash, hair gels and a flood of new brands entered the market from all FMCG companies.

Godrej seem to have got it right with their Godrej Expert hair colour sachets by targeting both males and females, using an ad campaign that made one a ‘Jawani janeman’ (Youthful beloved)3.

It is not as if all products are presenting Indian men as effeminate creatures waiting to turn fair with a head of curly black hair. We do have soft drinks like Thums Up and Mountain Dew which still evoke the thrill of adventure and action stunts. There are also undergarment brands which are trying to get scrawny young men to look tough and muscular, often with the help of a Bollywood star.

Other advertisments featuring men too have changed in the 2010s. Whirlpool refrigerators featured an ad showing a young man cooking with his wife. Act II popcorn showed a father making popcorn for his family.

Does this mean that the Indian man is finally getting off his couch and doing something useful around the house? And is he enjoying his new role?

FCB Ulka’s account planning team conducts regular studies to understand the changing mood of Indian consumers. Using a technique called ‘Mind & Mood’, the agency teams spend extended time with consumers in their homes and places of work, chatting with them and probing them on their behaviour, habits and attitudes. The team publishes these reports as special Mood Studies in the Cogito Journal4. The ManMood Study done in 2014 points towards some very interesting revelations:

The study highlights seven key learnings which attempt to present a character sketch of the evolving Indian man.

1. Sandwiched Generation – lives responsibly but regrets it

The thirty-five-plus age group sees itself as a sandwiched generation which has lived responsibly. They have lived their initial years according to the advice of their parents and now are taking care of them dutifully, though reluctantly.

But in the bargain, they see themselves as cheated, since even as their parents have certainty of old-age care, they are uncertain if their own children will care for them. Their lives are dictated by the needs, desires and dreams of their children until they become adults, which, in turn, has left them with very little time to live for themselves.

2. You are only as good as the money you make

The Indian man increasingly defines himself by his possessions rather than by who he is. However, this materialistic definition of self-worth means that the goalpost of success is constantly shifting and seems ever elusive as both the list of items necessary to be seen as successful keeps increasing as does the associated costs.

3. Value of ‘values’ is decreasing steadily

Today, three out of four men express some level of dissatisfaction with their standard of living. In a way, for them, life has become a continuous climb to reach the ever-elusive temple of Mammon. Anything which stands in the way of making this journey easier needs to be dismantled. Hence, this generation places very little store by ‘values’ and tends to instead swear by ‘practicality’. The worrying aspect is that they feel the need to ensure that children are brought up on a healthy dose of such practicality since good values may make it difficult to succeed.

4. Men share the responsibilities but women don’t share in the pressure

The relationship between husband and wife has increasingly become a relationship of equals with both partners sharing and supporting the family. The more materialistic nature of modern Indian society is also being manifested among women and the pressure of providing for the wants of the family is being visibly felt by the man of the house.

The husband today is also increasingly expected to contribute time towards the welfare of the household beyond just earning money – a fact he is aware of but resents because he feels that since he brings home the income, he should be freed of the other aspects of taking care of the household. But he is, slowly and surely, being forced to take a more active role in household affairs.

5. The new convention of parenting – children as assets to children as liabilities

Children continue to be seen as the most precious gift but increasingly parents know that this gift comes with an expiry date. There is an increasing awareness that their role in their child’s life, once he grows up and becomes independent, may be limited. Hence, they are also preparing themselves financially for an independent existence. They see their duty as being limited to providing the best possible start for their child through the right education but increasingly expect children to shoulder the burden of expensive post-graduation degrees.

6. Money is valued for what it can do rather than for what it is

The attitude to money perhaps is one of the biggest changes in the Indian consumer landscape. This generation does not value money as an asset, but rather as an enabler. Accordingly, the attitude to money is not of conservation but of optimal utilization to achieve desires. But money is also one of the biggest stressors for today’s consumers. As expenses and inflation mount, estimating the correct amount of money for a better tomorrow is becoming harder.

7. Vanity, thy name is man

The importance of grooming is being brought home to the Indian man emphatically by a variety of factors, especially Bollywood and television. There is a significant incidence of appearance anxiety among the youth and young consumers today, who easily ascribe success to proper grooming. The repertoire of grooming products used by men, thus, is increasing exponentially the lower you go down the age ladder. Interestingly, in the less economically affluent segments, it is often the man who introduces new cosmetic brands into the household, even as the woman of the house often continues to use traditional remedies.

A more affluent situation has transformed the Indian man into a marketer’s dream consumer across many categories with an ever-increasing appetite for consumption opportunities. This behaviour makes his future and retirement-related life uncertain but he wilfully turns a blind eye to the future risk and concentrates on making the most of the present.

Rama Bijapurkar, one of India’s most respected consumer and strategy consultants, observes that men are a confused lot in today’s India. She quotes a study by Satyam Viswanathan, to note that Indian masculinity is being pulled in three different directions, by the weight of traditional expectations, the pull of modern ways and the growing wave of emergent Indian feminism5.

Subhas Chakravarty, veteran adman and market researcher, goes on to reiterate that the male grooming category in India was the single-handed creation of marketing pundits and advertising. There was no governmental support or societal pressure. I suspect this category is going to keep growing with newer and newer products and services being added to the male grooming repertoire.

While the Indian man is changing ever so fast, he still has a long way to go compared to his global cohorts. For instance, it is reported that in over 45 per cent of the US households, the primary job of cooking is done by the man. The same is true of child care and housekeeping. The number of stay-at-home male partners too is increasing around the world.

Indian advertising is today speaking a different language to the men of India. It is no longer wrestling and football. It also includes skincare and cooking.




I am a Complan Girl! 
I am a Complan Boy!

ALL COOKING OIL brand advrtising in the late ’80s looked the same – kitchen, dining table, admiring mother-in-law.

An agency had been briefed about the launch of a new sunflower oil. The name was decided – Sundrop. The company, ITC. The agency, FCB Ulka. The market was dominated by groundnut oil and sunflower was a relatively unknown species. Hindustan Lever had just launched Flora, its brand of sunflower oil. While Flora was positioned as a ‘light oil’, it was felt that Sundrop needed to be positioned at the belly of the market, literally. Given the characteristics of the sunflower oil, it was felt that the brand could carry the tag ‘Healthy oil’. So while Saffola, which was made from safflower oil, was positioned as a pricey ‘Healthy oil for the unhealthy’, Sunflower had to figure out an interesting space to occupy.

How to break through the clutter and stand out? How to communicate the proposition ‘Healthy oil for the healthy’?

The creative team working on the brand hit on the idea of using a child as a short-code to spell health for the healthy. And then they literally made the kid stand on his head.

The cartwheeling Sundrop kid, dressed in a yellow track suit, went on to tug at the heartstrings of mothers to make Sundrop the largest selling cooking oil brand within a few years of its launch in 1989.

A few years later, Dhara did an interesting take on kids and food. A little kid sits mournfully at a small town railway station. A friendly old man dressed in khakis, probably the postman, spies him and walks past him nonchalantly. The boy, who knows the old man, is unable to contain himself and calls out to him. When asked what he was up to, the boy replies, ‘Sab gussa karte hain. Mein ghar chod kar jaa raha hoon’ (Everyone scolds me. I am running away from home). The old man smiles and says that before he runs away he should consider one thing – his mother was making jalebis and by running away he would miss out on the tasty treat. The little kid sheepishly looks at the man and says that then he may postpone the running away to another day. We see the kid sitting on the bicycle as they head home. The brand message flashes. The film directed by Namita Roy Ghosh and Subir Chatterjee of White Light films for Mudra Communications was rated as one of the best films of its decade. The trustworthy postman dressed in khakhi uniform riding a bicycle has been an integral part of urban and rural landscape in India; I wonder if this cultural icon will ever be replaced by the local pizza delivery man?

The magic of the kid as kid worked for both these food brands.

Indian advertising has been using kids in their narrative since the mid-’50s. Detergents used to show kids winning cups in competitions and running home in their spotless white school uniforms. Milk food drinks like Horlicks and Bournvita too used to show kids performing well, thanks to the goodness of these brands.

Complan took it to another level in the early ’80s when it featured a boy and a girl in its ad. Played by kid models who would become future film stars, Shahid Kapoor and Ayesha Takia, the ad had them singing ‘I am a Complan girl, I am a Complan boy . . . and we love our Complan mummy’. In a sense, it was the first of its kind where the girl child was the centre of the story line. She plays basketball, she helps her mother. But the brand could not get typecast as a girl brand, so they did have a son in the story who adds, ‘I am a Complan boy’. Experts say that along with Farex, which was positioned as a ‘weaning food’ for infants, Complan changed the way child nutrition was perceived and promoted in the country. Till Complan came on the scene and started speaking about child growth, Indian children were growing on their own and did not need any special additive. But Complan changed that narrative. If Ayesha Takia won hearts as the Complan girl, the all-time favorite little girl was probably the Rasna girl.

Played by Ankitha Jhaveri, the Rasna girl created by Mudra Communications went on to capture the imagination of millions of Indians, old and young and made Rasna a huge success. In one of their early ads, Ankita is waiting for her dad to come home from work. The doorbell rings and she says to herself, ‘Pappa aa gaye’ (Dad has come). Her mother offers him coffee. But her father says no. She offers tea, he says no. ‘What will Mummy do?’ wonders the little girl. She then offers Rasna to her mom, who makes Rasna for the tired father. The brand had numerous takes on the girl and her love for Rasna, for her birthday and other occasions. In a sense, the brand targeted young mothers through their kids.


SHOOTING BABIES: How do ad film-makers capture that particular smile? That gurgle? Baby shoots are true challenges. A full day shoot may end up delivering just five seconds of useful footage. The baby sleeps, wakes up, becomes cranky. So all baby shoots have no less than three babies as stand by.



Numerous other brands began using children in their advertisments in the ’80s and ’90s.

Kids come rushing home from school and yell ‘Bhook lagi hai, Mummy!’ (Mom, we are hungry). Mother tells them, ‘Two minutes’. And the brand Maggi 2-Minute Noodles was born with a bang. By targeting the right moment in a mother’s life – when she has to prepare something hot quickly for her kids – the brand went on to create a new category. It is difficult to change food habits, and we will see that in another chapter, but Maggi achieved a miracle through a combination of kid pester power, value for money and convenience of usage.

Categories like biscuits, chocolates and toffees had traditionally been featuring children to further their cause. Be it Cadbury chocolates with their ‘Sometimes Cadbury can say it better than words’ stories in the ’80s, or Melody which offered chocolate inside a caramel toffee, or even cream biscuits – the brands had their job cut out. Get into the house through the kids and you are safely in the kitchen and on the monthly shopping list.

While working on a confectionery brand in the ’80s, I was part of a serious discussion on the role of advertising and the best time to launch a kid-focused campaign. I said that the best time to reach a kid was when she was free, maybe during vacations, in summer or during any of the other breaks. The veteran marketer T Krishnakumar, who now heads Coca-Cola’s very large bottling business in India, destroyed my hypothesis by saying that the best time to launch a kid-focused product is when the kid is attending school. The argument went as follows: A child learns about a new product from the television or from a retailer. He then has to tell someone. When he goes to school the next day, he has ten or twenty eager listeners, eager to learn something new. If the kid is going to be the viral mechanism for the new product, it stands to logic that a kid does not see the ad for a new product – of interest to him – as an ad. He or she sees it as valuable information that could be traded in school.

So it was propounded that when advertising to kids, we need not apply the minimum threshold principle to advertising. The levels of advertising for products aimed at children could be much lower. But if we advertise during the period when the kid has the maximum audience, we will be able to amplify our message that much more. As Spanish poet, philosopher and novelist George Santayana has said, ‘Children are natural mythologists: they beg to be told tales, and love not only to invent but to enact falsehoods.’

There are the other categories of products that use children as an entry ticket into homes. Colgate is the biggest toothpaste brand. They realized that mothers are always worried about the brushing habits of their kids. Hence, for over five decades, Colgate advertising has always had a strong and sometimes subtle endorsement of the child in the home. While the advertising message may have focused on the dentist and the endorsement he gave to the Colgate brand, the ads often ended with a kid saying, ‘Is ka swaad mujhe behad pasand hai!’ (I love its taste). The brand has a nice taste just to ensure that kids continue brushing for a few seconds more. In fact, toothpaste brands like Forhans lost out because they did not figure out the need to make their offering ‘tasty’ for children.

In the ’90s, Colgate attempted to accelerate penetration by coming out with a sachet packet. It was around this time that shampoo brands like Velvette and Chik were runaway successes thanks to their sachet pack. Colgate came out with a small pack; featuring a camping situation, they launched ‘Colgate ka chota packet’. The effort was to accelerate the movement from tooth powders and other home remedies, like coal dust, to toothpaste. Unfortunately, the sachet strategy did not work for Colgate. I suspect consumers did not see toothpaste as an occasional use product. Shampooing is not a daily habit in many Indian homes and so a sachet of shampoo could be bought for that special occasion, once or twice a week. Consumers probably thought that if they were ready for a toothpaste, they might as well buy the big tube and not go for a small sachet. Interestingly, even in the case of hair oils, the sachet strategy has not worked as well as it has worked for shampoos, probably for the same reason.

In the ’80s and ’90s, another category started advertising in films and on TV, aimed at kids and mothers. This was the school accessories category. Brands like S Kumars came on TV to sell their school uniforms. So did brands like Bata with their school shoes.

The flux of ads featuring ‘kids as kids’ kept growing to include categories like jams, soft drinks, snacks, biscuits, sweets, etc.

In the ’90s, consumer researchers coined a new term to describe why ads and brands were targeting kids. They called it ‘Pester Power’. Research said that in many Indian middle-class households, children were gaining a stronger voice. They were sometimes better educated than the mother, and probably had a more working knowledge of English. All this added to their credibility in their homes. In 2010s, while kids do pester, they have to contend with mothers who are better educated than the previous generation, at least, in middle-class urban homes. I wonder if this will reduce pester power in the coming years or will the educated mothers be even more vulnerable, since it now transforms into emotional blackmail as working parents are unable to give enough attention to the child.

One of the most interesting demonstrations of the role of a kid in the purchase of a high value durable was shown in one of the early Maruti Esteem ads.

The little boy has been picked up from school by his father. His dad is enjoying the drive and asks him about his report card. The kid mutters the marks, which are not too good. But the father smiles and continues to drive. The kid concludes, ‘Dad’s always in a good mood when he is driving his new Esteem.’ Made in 1995 by Kunal Kapoor, the film scores because of the great use of father-son bonding over a ride. Apparently, the sudden showers in Ooty, where the film was being shot, restricted the shoot time, but the director did manage to bring out the best the car has to offer.

By no stretch of imagination can we say that kids in the 1990s played a key role in the selection of which car to buy, but marketers had figured out interesting ways of reeling in the pester power and pride of ownership into their narrative.

Obviously, pester power worked best for products that were not high value and were aimed at children. So products like snacks, sweets and drinks topped the list. But researchers also found that the child could have a ‘veto’ in other products like soaps, shampoos, toothpaste etc. In the case of durables like cars, motorbikes, television sets etc., pester power played a smaller role, but it was rearing its head simply because the kid sometimes had more knowledge.

The narrative of using a child in an ad had changed during the 2000s rather significantly. While there are ads which still present kids as kids in shades of ‘I love you Rasna’, there are many more where kids play numerous other roles.

Research done in Asia speaks of how there is a new breed of mothers that is creating tremors. Called ‘Tiger Moms’, these mothers want the best for their kids and are willing to fight like a tiger. In China, the single child policy has also led to the rise of ‘Little Emperor’ kids. These kids, now a second generational product of the one-child policy, have six adults doting over them, wanting to buy them clothes, gifts, toys etc.

In India too, we are seeing the rise of the ‘Nawab Kids’. These
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