
AS OF now, brand managers, except the ones
from Accenture and AT&T, are paying no
heed to such warnings. While some use a
single star for their entire branding effort,
others can afford a constellation of stars.
Think Airtel Digital TV, Sahara Homes
and Pepsi. On one end, that might look as
a wise risk mitigation strategy by not put-
ting your entire marketing might behind
one celebrity face. But that’s where the
complexity in the role of celebrity endorse-
ments rears its head. “It makes more sense to
put money behind one celebrity rather than use
several celebrities for a single brand, which leads to
diffused imagery,” says T Gangadhar, MD of Group M’s media
agency, MEC India. 

Not everyone agrees though. Anand Singh, direc-
tor marketing, Colas, Coca-Cola India says it’s a
case of different strokes for different folks: “It re-
ally depends on the creative and the message
one is trying to communicate. For example, a
creative in line with the brand values of opti-
mism and connections may work better with
multiple celebrities. The important point is that
the creative thought should precede the
celebrity choice.”

That debate may be wide open, but on another
front, consumer studies on perception of celebrity

endorsements show that there is
a lot of ground to be covered.

According to the Celebrity
Sensor Report released re-
cently by MEC MediaL-
ab, the research con-
ducted among over 1,000 adults
in India reveals that multiple
brand endorsements by celebri-
ties confuses consumers and re-

duces correct brand and celebrity
associations. The research points out

that 66% of the respondents find it
hard to match popular celebrities with the
brands they endorse. 

And now be prepared for even more
depressing numbers. Only 35% of con-
sumers feel a celebrity helps them to
trust a product. Just 32% believe a
celebrity helps them believe that a prod-

uct actually works. And only 31% say

that celebrities make them want to recommend a
brand. But for brand managers the bang from the

celebrity buck comes from the fact that celebrities
deliver quicker recall for brands in a cluttered
scenario. 

There are some game rules though. “It helps
in creating top-of-the-mind recall,

but celebrity endorsements are a
means to an end and not an end

in itself. What’s most impor-
tant is how a brand uses a
celebrity. It’s only then that
the connect happens better,”
says VS Sitaram, COO,
Dabur, which works with MS

Dhoni and Amitabh
Bachchan. (See box: How to

score a sixer with your endorse-
ment strategy).

Others recommend that brand am-
bassadors should be used in a holistic
manner, beyond the print and television
advertisements. Abraham, who is known
for being a bike lover, is also an advisor to
the management of Yamaha India, with

designers from Japan flying down to get his
inputs on designs that might work in India

and so on. In between, when Yamaha and
Abraham did not work together, the star did-
n’t pick another motorcycle brand despite his
popularity in the relevant target group.
“They came back and the relationship has
grown stronger,” he says. 

Other stars are not that particular about as-
sociation. Otherwise, why would Amitabh Bachchan endorse
a mass product like Himani Navratna Oil along with an upmar-
ket clothing brand like Reid & Taylor? Or what makes Hrithik
Roshan endorse both John Players and Macroman briefs? That
observation may be a bit harsh, but Abraham defends his ilk.
“You can’t blame the celebrities entirely. Sometimes, even the
brand manager is not convinced in the power of his brand.
That’s why you see a lot of marriages fail,” he says.

Sometimes, brand managers often take the risk by thinking
that public memory is short. Trouble often found Bollywood
star Salman Khan, be it the alleged involvement in cases like
shooting down the endangered Black Buck or allegedly
mowing down people who were sleeping on a Mumbai pave-
ment. However, when Perfetti’s Chlormint looked for a clut-
ter-free ambassador it stopped at Salman and his brother. Re-
sponses from Perfetti India hadn’t reached BE at the time of
going to print. Other companies who use celebrity endorse-
ments heavily like Unilever, Nokia, and Pepsi didn’t partici-
pate in the story. 

As for the celebrities themselves, it’s raining brands when
it’s not pouring. Shahrukh Khan endorses 17 brands, and
Dhoni has 19 in his bag. “At its most extreme, using popular
celebrities with multiple endorsement deals can actually re-
duce brand salience,” says Gangadhar of MEC. Brand owners
however have a different take altogether. “Our logic is that
we would stand out at least within our industry. The associa-
tion has worked for us and we have signed a contract for an-
other year,” says Deepak Jalan, MD, Linc Pens & Plastics. 

Ditto for the makers of Reid & Taylor that’s just one among
the several brands endorsed by Bollywood megastar Amitabh
Bachchan. Reid & Taylor has had Amitabh Bachchan as a
brand endorser for ten years. Nitin Kasliwal, vice chairman
and managing director, SKNL group says, “The first year we
signed on Mr Bachchan, sales jumped by 40%. While the
earlier endorser Pierce Brosnan addressed India, Amitabh
Bachchan addresses Bharat.” He adds that the reason for con-
tinuing with Bachchan even after ten years is that logic from
the sports world — you do not tinker with a winning combi-
nation. Some associations might have that magic touch. Or
like Tiger, endanger your brand to do the vanishing act. 

with inputs from Moinak Mitra
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010 is set to kick off possibly the best
decade for India in every way. Barring
unforeseen man-made circum-
stances. India should clock 9% plus

growth over the next decade to move from
being the 12th largest economy to maybe the
seventh or eighth largest economy in dollar
terms. The next decade will be the true test of
sharp marketers.

The next decade will be dramatically dif-
ferent from the last decade. The last ten years
have been about meeting basic needs in most
categories and marketers have used TV ad-
vertising to build brands, price as a leverage
to grow markets and scale in distribution to
stay ahead in every industry. 

This strategy was good for the last decade
but is unlikely to work in the next ten years
as India shifts gears from being a penetration

economy to one of consumption, where cre-
ating and serving wants and desires will be
the norm. In executing this strategy,
most industries have seen dra-
matic value erosion. Telecom
operators, retail, airlines are
seeing lots of consumers but
little profit. So, we need to start
the decade with a simple objec-
tive, ‘How do we build back
pricing power into brands in
every industry?’  If we want to build
pricing power, we need to think of value
in consumption and not in penetration. 

The consumption game is different from a
penetration game. Consumption is about
sensory appeal of product and packaging,
varianting for new choice, extending brands
into adjacent categories, managing modern

trade dynamics and thinking in terms of  life-
time value of consumers. It is an entirely new
game that companies who have grown on
‘sachet’ fundamentals might not master.

In communication, the era of one to a
few million via television advertising is a
thing of yesterday. In the next decade,
brands will need to talk 1:1 and 1: a billion
and also encourage and facilitate conversa-
tions between their users in a social way.
Consumers, in a consumption economy,
trust the opinion of fellow consumers as
much as they trust the voice of the brand.
Brands will need to give consumers many
reasons to be spoken of positively. A lot of
this positive commenting will be done dig-
itally by consumers.  

This positive consumer messaging will
also come from the total brand experience,
which is the way the consumer experiences
the brand at every touch point. We are see-
ing consumers hard pressed for time and
this will magnify in the next decade. As a re-
sult, consumers will want to maximize the
benefits in the earliest possible time. Brands

that help consumers to get more
from their time, or to spend less of
their time will find appeal. Market-
ing in compressed consumer time
will be a challenge. This will affect
the life cycles of everything from
brand news to product life cycle to ad
campaigns to innovation life cycles. 

These new life cycles will call for a
new way of working in marketing.
The old hierarchy way will need to
give way to a more inclusive, a more
focused, responsive, experimentative,
tolerant and failure-accepting, en-

couraging system.  The culture will also need
to move to a fast learning and fast forgetting
organisation. 

The risks seem to multiply in the next
decade, so how do firms cope with this? One
way of de-risking could be to work with ef-
fective partners in the eco-system. We al-
ready see that in the telecom operator space
as brands share infrastructure. We see that in

airlines as brands share some common
back-end operations and we see that

in retail too, as brands share a
common supply chain. The last
decade has seen a lot of al-
liances in the back-end of the
value chain. In the next
decade, brands will work in

the ecosystem by trying to
share more consumer data and

leveraging each other’s strengths to
get more of the consumer wallet. This

will give rise to new business models and
new alliance brands too.

Listen to some of the best marketers at the Compass –
Brand Equity Mindshare event on February 8, 2010. Are you

prepared to move into the Marketing 3.0 era?
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D Shivakumar
MD, Nokia India

1 to 1 and 
1 to a Billion

Magical
Tastes

BRITANNIA
unveiled Pure Magic

in chocolate and
vanilla flavours.

They are priced at
Rs 35 per canister.

Born Again
OMEGA Constellation 2009 is the
redesigned version of the original
launched in 1982. The striking
dials, in silver, champagne, white
pearled mother-of-pearl, black,
and brown, are enhanced by the
supernova pattern emanating
from the Constellation star. It has
large selection of dials and has
diamond options. Their “Dauphine
plume” hands are either rhodium
plated or made of 18 ct red or
yellow gold and coated with
Super-LumiNova. The re-designed
family has been created in five
sizes: 24 mm, 27 mm, 31 mm, 35
mm and 38 mm, with Co-Axial
Calibre. All of the new
Constellations are water resistant
to a depth of 100 metres.

Killer App
SAMSUNG unveiled the Giorgio
Armani smartphone, designed by the
man himself. It includes MS Windows
Mobile 6.5, full touch screen and
QWERTY keyboard hybrid, 5
megapixel camera and more. It is
priced at Rs 40,000.

BRAND LAUNCHES

Clear
Looks
J&J introduces Clean &
Clear Acne Clearing
Cleanser. Specially
created for teens, it
includes special
botanical extracts and
is priced at
Rs 65 for 50 ml.

Icing on Top
PILLSBURY launched of Pillsbury Creamy Icing.
Available in a convenient ready-to-spread
format, it comes in two flavours of chocolate and
vanilla, each can is Rs 65 for 250 grams.

Guru Gadget
SONY Ericsson launched Satio, Aino & Yari
phones. The multimedia phones come
with variety of applications, content
services, gaming, music and more.
They start from Rs 16,950 onwards.

Colour
Galore

H&R Johnson
unveiled its Spring
collection of tiles.

Available in a
combination of

motifs, borders and
base tiles, they
start from Rs 31

per sq.ft. onwards.
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LOBALLY, the celebrity endorsement game has come a
long way since the UK’s Queen Victoria endorsed Cad-
bury’s Cocoa in the 19th century. In India, though, the

endorsement game is still in its infancy with a major fillip com-
ing in the last five years when it has become a favourite tool
for Indian marketers. Industry veterans say that the talent man-
agement — endorsements, appearances and performances—
is well on its way to become a Rs 1,000 crore business. It’s
the top 50 celebrities who garner more than 80% of all
endorsement money. 

Celebrity endorsers in India fall in three buckets. One set of
celebrities are clear that they want money. That is, they will
endorse almost any decent brand if the price is right
(Shahrukh Khan, Amitabh Bachchan, Shahid Kapoor, Akshay
Kumar). So concepts like brand fit do not bother them as
brand managers force-fit their image attributes to what suits
their products or revel in statements like “but his appeals cuts
across all segments, geographies, age groups”. 

Then there are stars like Aamir Khan, John Abraham and
Ranbir Kapoor who are true to their image attributes and usu-
ally work with brands whose traits they think suit their image
(Till date Ranbir has reportedly refused ICICI Bank, Minto,
Coca-Cola and Chevrolet). These men are also deeply
involved in taking the decisions of endorsements. The third

set comprises the smaller
stars, the ones that don’t
have any positioning and
are interchangeable (Neil
Nitin Mukesh, Zaheer
Khan, Irfan Khan).

In the last few years, as
demand for the top
celebs shot through the
roof, their rates too
looked skywards. Top stars

today charge anywhere between Rs 1–1.5 crore a day and
industry executives say that even during the slowdown, the
rates didn’t slide but kept growing albiet, at a slower pace.
“The stars get a disproportionate amount of money to
endorse a product. Their earning per day for endorsing a
product is much higher than what they would earn in a
day in a movie or a cricket match,” says Manish Porwal,
ex-CEO of Percept Talent Management. 

While the smaller stars work with the various celebri-
ty management agencies, biggies like Shahrukh Khan,
Aamir Khan, Amitabh Bachchan and Ranbir Kapoor, work
independently. While most agencies proclaim they will only
take endorsement deals that fit well with their stars’ image, if
you see closely, each star’s portfolio is a mish-mash of brands.
Probe deeper and even the celebrity managers say that the art
of celebrity management is still evolving in India. “Most man-
agement agencies misuse the word ‘management’ while most
of the work they do is just broking the deal,” says Anirban Das
Blah, MD, Kwan, a celebrity management firm. 

In an industry that is still finding its feet, events like the IPL
and recent rush of new stars in bollywood provide a fillip. Here
anyone with a laptop, phone and a few relationships could set
up shop, firms like Percept and Globosport have started bring-
ing in some method in the madness, but boutique agencies
and one-man operations still rake in the moolah. And still,
many in the business would hide behind statements like
“celebrity management is an art, not a science”. But some sci-
ence is creeping in with research studies such as Percept and
Hansa Research’s CelebTrack and media monitoring agencies
like TAM Media starting separate divisions to track celeb
endorsements. As the celebrity manager moves from being
the gatekeeper to a consultants who help brands find celebri-
ties with the right fit, still the motto of this business largely
remains show ! me ! the ! money ! as Rod Tidwell (Cuba
Gooding Jr) tells Jerry (Tom Cruise) in that famous scene in
smash hit Jerry Maguire.

SHOW ME 
THE MONEY!
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From Top: Anirban Das Blah & Manish Porwal

From Top: 
V Sitaram, Anand Singh
& LV Krishnan

Pick the right celebrity and have a long term strategy on
how to use them.
Among the most recalled associations — Sachin 
Tendulkar for Boost, Shahrukh Khan for Hyundai and
Amitabh Bachchan for Reid & Taylor, Dabur and Cadbury, all
the brand-celebrity associations are almost a decade old, if
not more

Have a powerful central thought that strongly binds the
brand and celebrity. Use the celebrity beyond his or her
recognisable face. 
Powerful ideas always get powerful results as proven by
Abhishek Bachchan for Idea and Aamir Khan for Tata Sky 

Avoid the danger of casting the celebrity as a
screen ‘avatar’.  
Hrithik Roshan may be a great screen dancer, but getting
him to dance in all commercials reduces brand recall. Hide
& Seek is an example

Beauty brands beware of beautiful faces. 
Just a ‘pretty face’ causes confusion in consumers’ minds.
Most actresses are glamorous and when used without any
differentiation to the brand, consumers tend to replace one
beauty with another in their minds. For example, Vivel’s
celebrity recall is split in the middle between Kareena
Kapoor and Deepika Padukone.

Multiple celebrities for a single brand dilute the associa-
tions and fragments recall.
Pepsi is an example with only M S Dhoni having a relatively
stronger recall and the myriad other celebrities of the brand
having far lower recall levels.

Underinvesting in media kills the association without
even an opportunity to test the strength of the
association. 
Examples are Shahrukh Khan for Compaq and M S Dhoni
in the case of Titan Sonata

Source: MEC India

HOW TO SCORE
A SIXER WITH YOUR CELEBRITY

ENDORSEMENT STRATEGY

Woods For Thought

Celebrity management is
still evolving in India 
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